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The Lark is the newsletter of Birdlife 
Polokwane and is published bimonth-
ly. It publishes reports of club activi-
ties, trip reports, photographic contri-
butions and any natural history notes 
of birds or events involving birds. 
Contributions are accepted in English 
or Afrikaans and are accepted at the 
discretion of the editors. Non-mem-
bers are also welcome to contribute, 
especially if it is of relevance to birds 
or birding in the Limpopo Province. 
When submitting images, please sub-
mit high resolution images without 
any borders or frames.

The editors reserve the right to edit 
articles as necessary. All images are 
copyright protected and the proper-
ty of the author/s of the article un-
less otherwise stated. Please send all 
your contributions to the editors at 
thelarknews@gmail.com. 

The opinions expressed by contribu-
tors in this newsletter are not neces-
sarily those of the editors, the Birdlife 
Polokwane committee or Birdlife 
South Africa.
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Editor's chirps
The pandemic has given mankind a shake-up, but life is slowly returning to some kind 
of normality. Initially we were a bit concerned that we would not have enough material 
for this issue, but we ended up with a glut of material, and yet another bumper issue. A 
BIG thanks to everyone who contributed and a special word of welcome to first-time 
contributors Chris Patton, Alan Whyte and Grietjie Stander. Chris  kindly agreed to 
share his wealth of knowledge and fascinating insight into the birds and birding spots 
in the national parks of the Limpopo Province in a new feature called Reflections. Alan 
Whyte's surprise find in the Timbavati once again shows that when it comes to birds, ex-
pect the unexpected! Grietjie is studying towards an MSc and shares some of the results 
of her first season of observations. We are also thrilled to publish one of the longest term 
studies in South Africa and want to thank Warwick for selecting The Lark as the outlet 
for this very interesting and important study. It makes for fascinating reading, Joe's de-
tailed observations of 'Passerine Rex' goes to show that your garden is just as exciting a 
birding spot as any other. As you can gauge from the contributions we have published to 
date, The Lark is becoming a very useful repository of interesting facts and observations 
about birds, which will find its way into general ornithological literature. Once again, 
we want to encourage our readers, even those from further afield, to share your thoughts 
and observations about birds and birding. Enjoy the read!

Raelene and Daniel

P.O. Box 699
Fauna Park
0787
Tel: 015 263 6473
www.birdlifepolokwane.co.za
www.facebook.com/birdlifepolokwane

President Joe Grosel • ChairPerson Jody De Bruyn • dePuty ChairPerson Mark 
Friskin • seCretary Marcia Van Tonder • treasurers Nick Baglow and Julia 
Friskin • Website and it Coordinator Jody De Bruyn  • Pro and venue Coordina-
tor Lisa Grosel • events Co-ordinator Richter Van Tonder • researCh and mon-
itoring  Derek Engelbrecht • neWsletter editors  Raelene Engelbrecht and 
Daniel Engelbrecht • additional members Anneliese Pretorius, Conrad Van 
Tonder, Willem Van der Merwe, Les Reynolds, Johan Van Vuuren

Joe Grosel

A fter the initial South 
African Covid-19 
Lockdown was an-

nounced, the developer of the 
Birdlasser application, Henk Nel, 
came up with a great idea to make 
things a little more entertain-
ing for birders during this social 
isolation period. So, the ‘South 

African Lockdown Challenge’ 
was born. The rules were simple: 
identify as many bird species in 
and from your garden or home 
over the first 35 days of the SA 
lockdown period (27 March to 30 
April 2020).

When it comes to any birding 
challenge my competitive juices 

Locked Down
  @ Tembele
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normally boil over and the motto 
‘go big or go home’ comes to mind. 
The nice thing about this challenge 
though, was that I could go big and 
stay at home at the same time. I’m 
very fortunate in that I stay out in 
the country, about 6 km east of 
Polokwane and, by normal stand-
ards, I also have a fairly large, es-
tablished garden of some 5 500 m² 
which is fenced off from the rest 
of the property. The remainder of 
the holding and the neighbouring 
land consists of Umbrella Thorn 
Vachellia tortilis savannah, fallow 
fields (now short, dry grassland), 
tall grassy patches, maize fields, 
fruit orchards, stable yards, and 
other agricultural infrastructure. 
Further afield there are Silky-thorn 
Vachellia rehmanniana thickets, 

a rocky ridge with mixed wood-
land habitats, several shallow earth 
dams, and more densely developed 
zones. Altogether a good selec-
tion of habitats within the broad-
er ‘Polokwane Plateau Bushveld’ 
vegetation type which is known to 
support a large variety of birds.

So, at dawn on the first morn-
ing of the lockdown, I was out there 
in the garden doing my thing and 
for the next seven days I spent an 
average of 9 hours per day roam-
ing the fence line like an excited 

security guard on his first day on 
the job or sitting on the house roof 
scanning the skies like an obsessed 
Meerkat.

 From a birding point of view 
the lockdown period inopportune-
ly fell just outside the breeding sea-
son for most of our birds so there 
was far less bird vocalization and 
general activity than in the preced-
ing weeks and months. It also coin-
cided with the time when intra-Af-
rican and Palaearctic migrants were 
starting to leave the southern Af-
rican subregion. In a way this was 
rather frustrating for me at Tembe-
le as the ‘resident’ Willow Warblers 
and Spotted Flycatchers, that were 
happily feeding in my garden just a 
few days before the challenge, went 
for the ‘social distancing’ option 
and disappeared by the time the 
lockdown started. By the same to-
ken though, the challenge came at 
quite a handy time when a number 
of migratory species were on the 
move, so several ‘none-garden’ spe-
cies were seen and heard ‘en-pas-
sage’ as they flew over the garden 
or briefly stopped in the area for a 
few hours to rest and refuel before 
heading on. 

As with all bird counts, the 
first few hours are normally very 
productive but this soon changes 
into a bit of a struggle to find ‘new’ 
birds as the survey goes on. So, after 
day one I had recorded 85 species 
and day two produced an addition-
al 23 birds, but thereafter things 

slowed down rather dramatically. 
The maximum time allocated for a 
full protocol listing session for the 
official South African Bird Atlas 
project is five days. After the first 
five days of the lockdown challenge 
I had recorded 123 species from the 
garden at Tembele. Interestingly 

Below With all the large trees in the gar-
den the best vantage point to scan the open 
skies from was the house’s rooftop. It was 
also a great place to ‘self isolate’ when boring 

household chores had to be done!

Above  A screen shot of the Birdlasser App 
profile on my phone that depicts the pin posi-
tion of each species logged within the Tembele 

garden, rather congested!
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this number is considerably higher 
than the average number (86 spe-
cies) recorded within my home at-
lasing pentad (2350_2930) and the 
highest number of species ever re-
corded on a full protocol atlas card 
for this pentad! The previous high-
est was 105 species out of a total of 
104 surveys. 

The rooftop vigils proved quite 
successful in staying out of trouble 
and picking up a good tan, but also 
delivered some excellent soaring 
birds, many of which one would not 
expect to see this close to a sprawl-
ing city. Some of the high-flying 
species spotted from the roof in-
cluded Martial, Wahlberg’s, Booted, 

and Verreaux’s Eagles, Black-chest-
ed Snake Eagle, European Honey 
Buzzard, Amur Falcon, and a very 
ambitious White-breasted Cormo-

rant. Although Cape Vultures are a 
fairly common site over Polokwane 
(and indeed they were recorded on 
virtually every day of the challenge) 
it was interesting to see significant 
numbers of White-backed Vultures 
(up to three sightings in a day) using 
the same airspace. Another fairly 
common aerial sight during lock-
down was the large soaring flocks 
of Marabou Storks coming over the 
Polokwane area. On the 2nd of April I 
counted a massive flock of well over 
300 birds flying in a north-easterly 
direction. Obviously most of their 
large man-made food sources in 
the area which include cattle feed-
lots, chicken farms, piggeries, and 
landfill sites were all still operational 
through the lockdown period. 

 By the third week of the chal-
lenge the novelty had waned a little 
and I spent more time on my second 
challenge of lockdown period; ‘the 
Tembele Spekboom Project’ and 
nursery (more about this project in 
another article). Although this took 
much of my time it was entirely an 
outdoor activity so I was still able 
to keep an eye out and an ear open 
for ‘new’ birds. During the last few 
days of April, as the end of the Bird-
lasser challenge drew closer, I lifted 
my game again in an attempt to get 
to a personal milestone of 150 spe-
cies. There were several birds that I 
had seen on neighbouring farms or 
on the outskirts of my own prop-
erty that I just couldn’t see or hear 
from within the garden observation 

Above  Just a few of what was a mega f lock 
of Marabou Storks seen on April the 2nd f lying 

over the eastern regions of Polokwane. 
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point. This proved most infuriating 
and despite many attempts at ‘lur-
ing’ them into a visible position, 
those damn Familiar Chats refused 
to cross the rubicon! So in the end, 
although I didn’t reach my target, I 
got very close with 149 species.

What is the most common 
bird in your garden, I was asked 
by an American colleague after he 
had heard about the South African 
challenge and my antics on the roof. 
This prompted me to go through my 
records and it turns out that 41 spe-
cies were seen on every day of the 
challenge. Too many to list here but 
I must mention the two early birds 
that, without fail, started off the 
daily dawn chorus no matter what 
the conditions. They were those 
ever-present White-browed Spar-

row-Weavers and those boisterous 
Natal Spurfowl. The most faithful 
garden bird award goes to a pair 
of Kurrichane Thrushes who never 
seemed to set a foot out of the gar-
den and became ubiquitous com-
panions throughout the challenge.

 With all the bird observation 
time put in over the ‘migrating’ pe-
riod this year it was possible to keep 
track on the date that migrant spe-
cies were observed for the final time 
in the area. There were birds that left 
the Tembele area a little earlier than 

normal such as Willow Warblers 
and Spotted Flycatchers who both 
departed around the 25th of March. 
In previous years they remained in 
my garden until the first week of 
April. On the other hand there was 
a pair of Levaillant’s Cuckoos who 
stayed on until beyond the lock-
down challenge period. They were 
obviously very determined to suc-
cessfully parasitize one of the resi-
dent Arrow-marked Babbler fami-
lies and were very vocal and active 
right up until the 10th of May. 

My highlights and memorable 
moments of the lockdown birding 
challenge were: seeing those huge 
flocks of Marabou Storks soaring 
overhead almost on a daily basis, 
having three European Honey Buz-Above Black-chested Snake Eagles were 

often seen during the lockdown challenge. 
They and several other large raptors were 
frequently pestered by the Corvid-19’s of the 

neighbourhood.

zard sightings in two days, seeing an 
immature Verreaux’s Eagle and an 
adult Martial Eagle soaring over the 
property (both new for my garden 
list), getting some great sightings 
of a ‘new’ pair of Black Sparrow-
hawk hunting in the area, spotting 
a single Amur Falcon soaring so 
high that I had to take a photo of 
it and crop it on the computer to 
confirm its identification, hearing 
a Three-banded Plover fly over the 
house at what felt like the middle of 

Below  One of a pair of very ‘blingy’ Kur-
richane Thrushes that never left the garden 
and who have become exceptionally tame, 

particularly when breakfast was served!
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Above  François, the male Levaillant’s Cuck-
oo, stayed at Tembele until way after the 
Lockdown Challenge was over. He finally 

moved on around the 10th of May.

the night (it probably was), watch-
ing  a pair of Lanner Falcon hunting 
quelea over the nearby maize field, 
having the long-staying pair of Le-
vaillant's Cuckoos on the property 
up until the 10th of May, hearing 
one call from a single White-front-
ed Bee-eater that flew high over-
head while I was blissfully helping 

Bushshrike, having a single Beard-
ed Woodpecker visit the garden for 
a few hours, having a Lesser Grey 
Shrike spend all of about 10 seconds 
in the garden before continuing on 
its migration, and scoping a single 
female Yellow-crowned Bishop sit-
ting on a fence amongst about 50 
Southern Red Bishops and 200 Red-
billed Quelea.

One of the most amusing mo-
ments took place on the final morn-
ing of the challenge when I hap-
pened to flush a pair of Quailfinches 
in the field beyond the garden while 
on my morning run. Once they set-
tled again I sprinted back to the gar-
den, got the binoculars and watched 
the patch of grass where they land-
ed for a good 45 minutes, with no 
luck. Fortunately though I could 
convince Lisa to go for a little walk 
in that same field with the dogs... 
which had the desired effect!!! 

Disappointments – the six spe-
cies that were seen on the property or 
in the neighbourhood but were just 
out of sight or earshot of the garden 
and thus couldn’t be counted for the 
challenge. Similarly the seven spe-
cies that were seen just prior or di-

rectly after the challenge period but 
didn’t show up when they were most 
needed! The other species that ‘got 
away’ were the normally dependa-
ble Red-throated Wryneck, South-
ern White-faced Owl, Pearl-spotted 
Owlet, and Sabota Lark, all of whom 
have mysteriously and sadly left the 
Tembele area – temporarily I hope.

I suppose the main disappoint-
ment was when the birding chal-
lenge came to an end but the Cov-
id-19 Lockdown itself didn’t!  All 
said and done, it was a thoroughly 
enjoyable and enriching experience 
which has delivered some valuable 
observations for me and no doubt, 
for many who took part throughout 
the country. 

I must thank the Birdlasser 
team for this great initiative that 
made the lockdown restrictions far 
more bearable for myself and for at 
least 1 200 other participants. Well 
done.
Author e-mail: joe@tembele.co.za
* Supplementary data relevant to this arti-
cle will be published in the next issue of The 
Lark (#31). little Jade with a jigsaw puzzle on 

the veranda, watching the amus-
ing antics of the local Grey-headed 

Cardinal WoodpeckerCardinal Woodpecker  White-bellied Sunbird White-bellied Sunbird  Green Wood Hoopoe Green Wood Hoopoe  Red-billed Firefinch Red-billed Firefinch  Brown-hooded Kingfisher Brown-hooded Kingfisher
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The Covid-19 Lockdown brought its challenges, but also op-

portunities. For one, it provided us with time to up our garden 
bird lists, and by all accounts this is exactly what happened. 

It's probably fair to say that we were all surprised at the numbers 
of Cape and White-backed Vultures, and Marabou Storks soaring above 
our homes. And would you believe me if I told you our members saw a 
combined 24 raptor species in the suburbs and adjacent small holdings 
of Polokwane! These sightings included three owl (Western Barn, Spot-
ted Eagle-Owl, and Southern White-faced Owl) and three vulture (Cape, 
White-backed, and Lappet-faced Vultures) species. 

But before we get carried away, see for yourself what some of our 
members reported during South Africa's hard lockdown from 27 March 
to 30 April 2020.

Enjoy
The Editors

We recorded 68 species (seen/
heard) during the Lock-
down Challenge. It was a 

challenge as our skyview is some-
what restricted with roofs and trees!
We added 10 more birds to our garden list.
Special highlights were...
• Hearing the Western Barn Owl and 
Spotted Eagle-Owls
• A majestic sighting of 13 Marabous glid-
ing overhead
 • A Marico Sunbird was a delightful new 
visitor but not welcomed by the very upset 
Amethyst Sunbirds!

Mark and Julia Friskin, Dorp.

Red-winged Starling © Julia Friskin

Black-collared Barbet © Julia Friskin

Grey-headed Bushshrike © Julia Friskin
Grey-headed Bushshrike © Julia Friskin

Cut-throat Finch © Julia Friskin
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My total was only 38.
A bad month - I would nor-
mally have 50+.

No highlights, only lowlights.
Hope you are all healthy !

Kind regards, 
Bruce Goetsch, Mokopane.

My hoogtepunte:
Bandkeelvink, Suidelike 
Waterfiskaal, Nonne tjie-

uil, en Grysneus horingvoël.

Groete
San3 de Wet, Magalieskruin.

During the lockdown I found 113 
species of birds in our garden. Some 
highlights were Southern White-

faced Owl, Black-chested Snake Eagle, 
and White-backed Vulture.

Minkie Prinsloo, Doornbult smallholdings.

Gewone Mossie (Cape Sparrow) 
Gewone Mossie (Cape Sparrow) © San3 de Wet© San3 de Wet

Kwêvoël (Grey Go-away-bird) 
Kwêvoël (Grey Go-away-bird) 

© San3 de Wet© San3 de Wet

Geelbeklyster (Karoo Thrush) Geelbeklyster (Karoo Thrush) 
© San3 de Wet© San3 de Wet

Ashy Tit © Minkie PrinslooAshy Tit © Minkie Prinsloo

Red-headed Finch © Minkie Prinsloo
Red-headed Finch © Minkie Prinsloo

Long-billed Crombec © Minkie PrinslooLong-billed Crombec © Minkie Prinsloo
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Ek het 52 spesies gesien. Did 
not have anybody on the 
roof. Geen mynas!!

Susan Dippenaar, Bendor.

* Vir interessantheid, ek het ge-
durende lockdown omtrent 14 sp-
esies (wat ek nou kan onthou) in 
die Cape Honeysuckles gesien: 
White-bellied Sunbird
Marico Sunbird
Amethyst Sunbird
Cape Sparrow
House Sparrow
Southern Masked Weaver
Red-headed Finch
Bronze Mannikin
Southern Boubou
Cape Robin-Chat
Karoo Thrush
Dark-capped Bulbul
Cape White-eye
Speckled Mousebird

Het 74 spesies opgeteken. My tuinlys was 
op 76 voor lockdown  en staan nou op 91.
Highlights: Reusevisvanger, Swartaas-

voël, Wespedief, Bruinarend, Swartborsslang-
arend, Bandkeelvink, Bosveldfisant. 

Groete
Richter van Tonder, Dorp.

Totaal: 41 spesies, onder 
andere, Skoorsteenveërs, 
Maraboe, Kaalwangvalk, 

en Meitjie.

Groete
Conrad van Tonder, Dorp.

Cape Honeysuckle © Susan DippenaarCape Honeysuckle © Susan Dippenaar

Witpenssuikerbekkie (White-bellied Sunbird) 

Witpenssuikerbekkie (White-bellied Sunbird) 
© Richter van Tonder
© Richter van Tonder

Paradysvlieëvanger (A
frican Paradise Flycatcher) 

Paradysvlieëvanger (A
frican Paradise Flycatcher) 

©
 Richter van Tonder

©
 Richter van Tonder

Gewone Janfrederik (Cape Robin-Chat)
Gewone Janfrederik (Cape Robin-Chat)© Richter van Tonder
© Richter van Tonder

Gevlekte Muisvoël (Speckled Mousebird)
Gevlekte Muisvoël (Speckled Mousebird)© Richter van Tonder© Richter van Tonder

© Richter van Tonder© Richter van Tonder
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Ek en Anneliese het saam voëls gekyk gedurende 26 Maart-30 April 
2020 en 106 spesies geïdentifiseer.  Dit is soveel as wat ons gewoonlik 
in n kalenderjaar sien wanneer ons so af en toe 'n nuwe spesies op-

merk en dit afmerk op ons lys. Wys jou net hoeveel voëls daar werklik in 'n 
mens se erf gesien kan word as jy dag na dag uitkyk. Dan was daar ook 'n 
paar voëls wat oor ons erf gevlieg het maar wat ons nie kon uitken nie. So 
daar was beslis nog meer voëls wat ons sou kon afmerk as ons boffins was 
soos 'n paar ander lede in die klub.

Die Kleinheuningwyser was 'n hoogtepunt want dit was die eerste 
keer wat ons een in ons erf gesien het. 'n Paar dae later sien ons dit toe weer.

'n Ander hoogtepunt was ook 'n eerste vir ons erf, naamlik 'n jong 
Groenrugreier langs ons swembad besig om goggatjies te vang in die voël-
bad. Dit was net die een dag hier.

Die Kleinbyvreters is pragtig en het ons gereeld vroeg soggens en laat-
middag trakteer. Twee Gestreepte Nuwejaarsvoëls het oop en bloot in die 
Haakdoringboom lekker wurms gevang en vir mekaar gesit en skree. Die 
Witkeeljanfrederik is seker een van die voëls wat die meeste verskillende 
geluide maak. Ons is nooit seker of dit nou weer hy was wat gesing het nie.

Aan die begin van die lockdown was al die somerbesoekers nog hier 
maar na 'n week het hulle begin verdwyn en teen die einde was almal 
omtrent weg. Die Witborsspreeu was teen die einde nog hier.

Groete
Thomas en Anneliese Pretorius, Broadlands.

Dikbekwewer (Thick-billed Weaver)Dikbekwewer (Thick-billed Weaver)
© Anneliese Pretorius© Anneliese Pretorius

Kardinaalspeg (Cardinal Woodpecker)Kardinaalspeg (Cardinal Woodpecker)
© Anneliese Pretorius© Anneliese Pretorius

Swartsuikerbekkie (Amethyst Sunbird)© Anneliese Pretorius
Gestreepte Nuwejaarsvoël (Levaillant's Cuckoo)
Gestreepte Nuwejaarsvoël (Levaillant's Cuckoo)© Anneliese Pretorius© Anneliese Pretorius

Oranjeborsboslaksman (Orange-breasted Bushshrike)
Oranjeborsboslaksman (Orange-breasted Bushshrike)

© Anneliese Pretorius© Anneliese Pretorius

Groenrugreier (Striated Heron)Groenrugreier (Striated Heron)
© Thomas Pretorius© Thomas Pretorius

Europese Swael (Barn Swallow)
© Thomas Pretorius
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I saw 83 species in total, including seven 
new species for our garden list. Some 
of the highlights included Quailfinch, 

Black-chested Snake Eagle, European 
Honey Buzzard, both Long-crested and 
Wahlberg's Eagle, Common Swifts, reg-
ular views of White-backed Vultures, and 
a nocturnal flyby of a Bronze-winged 
Courser.

Daniel Engelbrecht, Welgelegen.

Cape Vulture

© Jody de Bruyn

White-rumped Swift © Jody de Bruyn

Long-tailed Paradise Whydah
Long-tailed Paradise Whydah

© Jody de Bruyn© Jody de Bruyn

Marico Flycatcher 

Marico Flycatcher 
© Jody de Bruyn
© Jody de Bruyn

Some highlights were:
Black Stork, Yellow Canary, 
and 11 species of bird of 

prey which included, amongst 
others, Peregrine Falcon, Wahl-
berg's Eagle, Verreaux's Eagle, and 
Black-chested Snake Eagle.
My garden list was on 107 when 
lockdown started and when it fin-
ished I was on 136. I managed to 
add 29 new species! 

Jody De Bruyn, 
Bendor.

African Green Pigeon © Daniel Engelbrecht
African Green Pigeon © Daniel Engelbrecht

White-backed Vulture © Daniel EngelbrechtWhite-backed Vulture © Daniel Engelbrecht

Cut-throat Finch © Daniel Engelbrecht
Cut-throat Finch © Daniel Engelbrecht

European Honey Buzzard © Derek Engelbrecht

Little Sparrowhawk © Daniel EngelbrechtLittle Sparrowhawk © Daniel Engelbrecht
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The Lockdown Challenge was fantastic, congratulations to Bird-
Lasser for a brilliant initiative that gave all of us locked-down bird-
ers an extra element of fun to our daily sightings. I saw a total of 

93 species at our smallholding east of Tzaneen. There were a couple of 
'dips' on birds I had expected to see and didn't; and a few surprises with 
birds I hadn't expected to see and did. 

There were many highlights, including some wonderful raptor 
sightings! A bitter-sweet one was watching an immature Black Spar-
rowhawk flying off with one of my young free-range  garden chickens 
in its talons. Other aerial sightings included White-backed Vultures and 
Marabou Storks spiralling on distant thermals, the dazzling territorial 
display of a pair of Crowned Eagles, regular views of a pair of African 
Fish Eagles, African Hawk-Eagles, and an unexpected Black-chested 
Snake Eagle. A Lizard Buzzard often frequented our garden, as well as 
the regular African Goshawk, and there were some wonderful sightings 
of a juvenile Little Sparrowhawk.

It was a joy to watch the ongoing sunbird activity around various 
flowering plants in the garden (Amethyst, Scarlet-chested, Collared, 
White-bellied, and Southern Double-Collared); and a daily delight to 
observe the antics of a pair of Tawny-flanked Prinias and their chirpy 
fledglings. I had a few breath-taking close-range sightings of Gorgeous 
and Orange-breasted Bushshrike, and an exciting daytime view of a 
Spotted Eagle-Owl.

The last morning of the 
Lockdown Challenge was a high-
light in itself! There had been a 
heavy shower the afternoon be-
fore and the early morning was 
clear and bright. Every bird in the 
area was out and about and it 
was an unforgettably enjoyable 
morning experience to witness 
the avian diversity and abun-
dance on our small patch of in-
digenous woodland!

Looking forward to seeing 
you all sometime!

Best wishes
Marianne, Lushof

African Hawk-Eagle © Marianne McKenzieAfrican Hawk-Eagle © Marianne McKenzie

Little Sparrowhawk © Marianne McKenzieLittle Sparrowhawk © Marianne McKenzie

Garden view, Lushof © Marianne McKenzieGarden view, Lushof © Marianne McKenzie
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Every year, over 50 000 
birders representing 
over 160 countries head 

out with one common goal – to see 
as many species as possible within 
a single day. On the 9th May the sun 
rose in the Pacific Ocean and bird-
ers started recording the species 
they were hearing and seeing, and 
by the time I woke at 6 am in Polok-
wane, over 2 500 species across 
Asia and Australasia had already 
been recorded. 

Keen to add to this rapidly 
growing list, we packed the bins, 
grabbed the camera, poured the 
coffee into a flask and headed out 

on the Tweefontein road towards 
the north-east of Polokwane. 
Whilst taking the short drive to 
our first site, I did some homework 
on the story behind Global Big 
Day. Basically the idea is to record 
as many birds across the world in 
order to better understand global 
bird populations. I tend to think 
that the main driving factor is the 
competitive aspect but we will 
give the ornithological cause some 
credit here.  

 Anyway, back to the bird-
ing. We started our list with un-
remarkable sightings of Red-eyed 
and Laughing Dove, followed by 

Crowned Lapwings and Southern 
Grey-headed Sparrow (which, may 
I add, is actually not all that com-
mon on the Polokwane Plateau). 
The air was crisp but the birding 
was surprisingly good and within 
20 minutes we were up to 40 spe-
cies with some uncommon birds 
such as Red-crested Korhaan, Li-
lac-breasted Roller, and Bearded 
Woodpecker featuring on the list. 
After weeks of seeing the same 
garden birds during level 5 lock-
down, this was shaping up to be a 
spectacular morning. A quick stop 
at a small dam added Little Grebe, 
Egyptian Goose, African Sacred 
Ibis, and White-faced Whistling 
Duck; and as we continued driving 
along the small farm roads the spe-
cies came in steadily. 

The Tweefontein road has a 
couple of low-lying hills and the 
habitat on the hills differs vastly 
form the surrounding Vachellia 
(Acacia) savannah, creating small 
hotspots for bird parties. In one 
such party we managed to add 
Black-faced, Violet-eared, and Blue 
Waxbill, as well as a small group of 
the tiny Cape Penduline Tits which 
briefly made an appearance. 

Our final stop for the day 
would be the suburbs around Wel-
gelegen and all in all we managed 
to add close to 20 new species in 
this area, including African Green 
Pigeon, African Fish Eagle, Thick-
billed Weaver, and Greater Kestrel. 
We ended on a satisfying 99 spe-

cies which was considerably more 
than we expected to get on a chilly 
winters morning. Once again, it 
goes to show that you don’t need to 
travel for hours to reach good bird-
ing spots, often the birds are really 
right on your doorstep. 

Below are some statistics 
about Global Big Day 2020. Con-
gratulations to the Limpopo 
Province – this year's Global Big 
Day champions for South Africa. 
Birdlife Polokwane members fea-
tured well in the overall honours 
list with 4 members in the Top 10 
in South Africa. The Polokwane 
Bird Sanctuary was also SA's #1 
hotspot on the day. This once again 
goes to show that Polokwane is one 
of the premier birding spots in the 
country.
Author e-mail: danielengelbrecht101@gmail.com.

Daniel Engelbrecht

FEEDBACK Ant-eating Chat © Daniel EngelbrechtAnt-eating Chat © Daniel Engelbrecht
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Global BIG Day 
by the Numbers

51 402 
 people went birding

123 715 
 checklists submitted

6 524 
 species recorded

FOR THE RECORD
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WWetland birding 

etland birding 

      SSante ante FFe, e, AArgentina
rgentina

Daniel Engelbrecht

Chilean Flamingos
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My alarm went off at 
5:30 am – not that 
it mattered much – 

I was already awake and had just 
returned from an Argentine grad-
uation party that had started at 10 
pm the previous night and finished 
at about 5:10 am. I packed my bags 
with my camera, my bins and my 
field guide to ‘The Birds of Argenti-
na and Uruguay’ and met up with 
Mauricio and Pablo for what would 
be an insane day of birding in the 
wetlands of Santa Fe in north-cen-
tral Argentina. 

Prior to this outing, I had only 
birded the area surrounding my 
‘hometown’ of Esperanza, so this 
was without question going to be 
a lifer-loaded day. As we left town, 

the farmlands stretched for as far as 
the eye could see on either side of 
the road. Santa Fe is an interesting 
place; the area we were driving in 
was approximately 400 km inland 
from the coast, yet only 25 m above 
sea level. It is difficult to compre-
hend just how beautifully flat San-
ta Fe is, you could drive for 100 km 
and not see a single hill. The result 
of these flats is obvious – when it 
rains, the water doesn’t really flow 
anywhere and massive areas of wet-
lands form – perfect for water birds. 

The sun was ris-
ing and the three of 
us planned our day: 
firstly we would head 
out on a small stretch 
of dirt road, which I 
was assured would 
be the ideal spot for 
targeting some of the 
pampas species that 
were not typically as-
sociated with water; 
then we would bird 
along the Laguna 
San Pedro wetlands 
in search of waders, and last-
ly we would make for Laguna 
Paiva where we would focus on 
waterbirds. 

To kick off our day, the 
first lifer for me came in the 
form of a single Savanna Hawk 
sitting on a roadside fence. The 
birding was about to begin in 
earnest. The car slowed down 
and we turned off the tar and 
hit the dirt road. Pretty much 
instantaneously Mauricio hit 
the brakes and pointed out a 
stunning Fork-tailed Flycatcher. 
They are the most insane birds 
with their long tail streamers 
and we watched this one as he 
displayed by flying and call-
ing right in front of the car. 
We walked along the road and 
our list started developing with 
sightings of the strange Pampa 
Finch, the aptly named Pied Wa-
ter Tyrant, and the remarkably un-

Below The landscape in Santa Fe is as f lat as 
a pancake with not even a slight rise to break 

the skyline. 

Above The strange Pampa Finch is about the 
size of a Fork-tailed Drongo!

Top The eye-catching Fork-tailed Flycatcher. 
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remarkable Firewood-gatherer, a 
member of the Furnariidae (Oven-
birds) which looks something like 
what you would expect to get when 
you pair a pipit with a lark.  It gets 
its unique name from being an in-
cessant collector of twigs and sticks 
to build its rather bulky nest which 
resembles piles of kindling. 

These sightings were then fol-
lowed by a single Limpkin wading 
and foraging in a small river. At 
first glance, the Limpkin appears to 
be just like any other ibis, however, 
recent taxonomic research has re-
vealed that it is distinct enough to 

be the sole member of its own fam-
ily – Aramidae. I was super pleased 
to tick off this new family for my list 
but the birds were coming in so fast 
that there was no time to celebrate. 
Wren-like Rushbirds called from 
the grass, Epaulet Orioles flew be-
tween the bushes, and Black-capped 
Warbling Finches called from the 
fence posts. Another well-repre-

sented New World family were the 
blackbirds (Icteridae) and after 
only half an hour we had managed 
to track down Unicolored, Chest-
nut-capped, and Yellow-winged 
Blackbird, as well as Shiny and 
Screaming Cowbirds. 

One thing that quickly became 
apparent was that natural habitat in 
Santa Fe is a scarce resource. Only 
the areas that were not suitable for 
agriculture, such as the wetlands, 
remained. All of the other land, and 
I mean all of it, were endless fields 
of wheat, soy beans, and maize 
which together comprise more than 

Above The Limpkin is such a curious bird 
that it is placed in its own monospecific fam-

ily, the Aramidae. 

half of Argentina’s exports. Luckily, 
most of the birds remained in these 
small patches of natural habitat and 
in one such thicket we managed to 
find some absolutely stunning birds: 
two hummingbird species, namely 
Blue-tufted Starthroat and Glitter-
ing-bellied Emerald darted between 
the flowers, Vermilion and Suiriri 
Flycatcher, Checkered Woodpecker, 
and Sayaca Tanager foraged in the 
trees, and a single Ferruginous Pyg-
my Owl made an appearance, much 
to the delight of the three of us as it 
posed for some great photos. 

The sheer number of species 
and new families was simply over-

whelming and by 9 am 
we were up to 60 species! 
It was time to head to the 
wetlands – and boy did it 
deliver…

Campo Andino is ba-
sically a minute town sur-
rounded by an area of nev-
er-ending wetlands. Pablo 

Above Chestnut-capped Blackbird.

Right The brilliantly coloured Ver-
milion  Flycatcher is one of the most 
striking f lycatchers in the Americas.
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told me that this would be an area 
where I would have to log my sight-
ings quickly in order to keep up with 
the stream of waterbirds and waders 
that frequented the marshes. The 
car came to a halt and on either side 
of the road were literally thousands 
of waders and bobbing waterbirds. 
We systematically started work-
ing though the waders and picked 
up Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, 
Baird’s, White-rumped, Pectoral, 
and Stilt Sandpiper, Collared Plover, 
and Black-necked Stilt, all in large 
numbers. This felt really strange for 
me as a number of the above-men-
tioned waders are super rarities to 
southern Africa and here they were 
right in front of me in flocks. 

We moved our sights offshore 
and again, the birds streamed in; Chil-
ean Flamingos, Coscoroba Swans, 
Silver, Cinnamon, and Ringed Teals, 
as well as Red-gartered and White-
winged Coots were everywhere. The 
adorable White-tufted Grebes swam 
alongside their similarly-sized Pied-
billed Grebe relatives and my life-list 
felt like it was rocketing. We walked 
along the road and Pablo pointed 
out some of the more secretive in-
habitants of the wetlands such as 
the beautifully patterned Spotted 
Rail and Many-colored Rush Tyrant. 
Mauricio and I chatted (in my bro-
ken Spanish) about our probabili-
ty of finding another special – the 
South American Painted-snipe and 
as soon as we found one, we couldn’t 
stop finding them. At  one stage we 

had about 20 of these stunning birds 
in our viewfinders!

It was time for a break and 
so we decided to have lunch in the 
form of chorizo and morcilla (a tra-
ditional Argentine blood sausage) to 
the backdrop of a large group of the 
pink Roseate Spoonbills. After 20 
minutes it was all systems go again 
and this time we were birding the 
thickets surrounding Laguna San 
Pedro, a large lake that feeds into the 
Parana River (the 8th largest river in 
the world). The birding here was 
very different to what we had been 
doing for much of the morning and 
finding the elusive birds of this area 
required much patience. To locate 
one of our main targets, we headed 
into some thick bush. Time went by, 
1 minute, 5 minutes, 10 minutes and 
then, out of the corner of my eye, I 
noticed a flash of movement. There 
it was, the diminutive Pearly-vented 
Tody-Tyrant, an elusive and abso-
lutely adorable little bird. The thick-
ets kept on delivering the goods 
with sightings of Yellow-billed Car-
dinal, Campo Flicker, Dark-billed 
Cuckoo, Greyish Saltator (another 
species I was over the moon to see) 
and a single Burrowing Owl!

It was well into the afternoon 
when we arrived at our final site, 
Laguna Paiva and for some reason, 
our luck had turned and we strug-
gled greatly for more species. We 
waded through knee-deep water, 
scanned reed-beds and scoped the 
mudflats, but to no avail. Just as 

Black-necked Stilt

Pectoral Sandpiper

Coscoroba Swan

South American Painted-snipeSouth American Painted-snipe

Ringed TealRinged Teal
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we were about to call it a day, two 
of the ridiculously weird South-
ern Screamers came in for a land-
ing and our hard work somewhat 
paid off. These birds are members 
of the family Anhimidae and were 
yet another family lifer for what 
would go down as one of my best 
days of birding ever. As the sun 

set, we were exhausted yet so sat-
isfied by an incredible day out in 
the pampas. All in all, we man-
aged to record just over 100 spe-
cies and a mega thank you needs 
to go out to my friends back in 
Santa Fe. With-
out Pablo and 
Mauricio, none 
of these species 
would be on my 
list today and 
their hospital-
ity was simply 
amazing! Once 
again it goes to 
show that no 
matter where 
we are, we are 
all connected 
by a love for the 
birds around 
us. 
Author e-mail: danielengelbrecht101@gmail.com.

Above One of my highlights of the trip 
- a Pearly-vented Tody-Tyrant.

Left Burrowing Owl, a species that 
was regularly recorded throughout my 

travels in Santa Fe.

Above Campo Flickers feed on the 
ground in a variety of habitats in sa-

vannah and scrubland. 

Below Southern Screamers are huge 
members of the duck order - bigger 

than Spur-winged Goose!
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Birds in Art
Schalow's Turaco

 Text and Artwork Willem Van der Merwe

Here you have a portrait 
of a Schalow’s Turaco, 
Tauraco schalowi. This 

is one of the most beautiful of the 
turacos, with the longest, most ele-
gant crest in the whole family. It has 
long been considered a subspecies of 
the Knysna Turaco (or Loerie)  Tau-
raco corythaix but is now one of three 
species in a superspecies-complex, the 
other one being Livingstone’s Turaco 
Tauraco livingstonii. 

Compared to the Knysna Tura-
co, Schalow’s Turaco is most easily 
distinguished by the very long crest, 
but there are subtle differences in its 
plumage colours. Its call is also dif-
ferent; from what I’ve heard online, 

it is harsher and less repetitive. This 
species has been named, not for be-
ing vain and shallow (though it is so 
beautiful), but for German banker 
and amateur ornithologist Hermann 
Schalow. Its range is to the north of 
that of the Knysna and Livingstone’s 
Turacos. Some of us birders (but not 
I) have seen it, since it occurs in the 
Okavango Swamps of Botswana, the 
Caprivi of Namibia, and the far north-
west of Zimbabwe, a region to which 
many avid birdwatchers from South 
Africa go for its wonderful special 
birds and for not being that far away. 
Its main range is in Angola, Zambia, 
and the southern DRC, but it stretches 
into Malawi, Tanzania, and there is an 

Schalow's Turaco
© Willem Van der Merwe
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isolated population in the highlands of 
Kenya. It inhabits forests and well-de-
veloped woodlands, including lush 
riverine forests, the habitat in which it 
is seen in southern Africa. Because of 
its large range, which includes plenty 
of suitable habitat, it is at present not 
considered endangered.

Apart from being extreme-
ly close to Livingstone’s and Knys-
na turacos, there are also four other 
turaco species closely related to them: 
Guinea Tauraco persa, Black-billed 
Tauraco schuettii, Fischer’s Tauraco 
fischeri, and Yellow-billed Tauraco 
macrorhynchus. These inhabit the 
equatorial rainforests of Africa as well 
as some out-lying montane and coast-
al forests, riverine forests, and well-de-
veloped woodland. 

Turacos as a group are entirely 
restricted to sub-Saharan Africa. They 
have been considered close relatives of 
the cuckoos, but recent genetic stud-
ies show them to also be related to a 
large group of birds including bus-
tards, cranes, rails, storks, pelicans, 
penguins and albatrosses! They seem 
to have diverged from all of these 
quite long ago which warrant their 
classification in an order all their own, 
the Musophagiformes. Fossil turacos 
have been found in Germany and 
France, indicating that like many oth-
er groups, this one was formerly more 
widespread. 

Turacos fall into two main 
groups; forest turacos and savannah 
turacos, although ecologically this 
is not clear-cut, with some species 

from the ‘forest’ group occasionally 
found in more open habitats. The for-
est turacos again split into three sub-
groups: the Great Blue Turaco Co-
rythaeola cristata, the ‘green’ turacos 
of the genus Tauraco, and the ‘purple’ 
turacos of the genus Musophaga. The 
savannah turacos form two groups, 
the go-away-birds (genus Corythaix-
oides), and the plantain-eaters of 
the genus Crinifer. In contrast to the 
brightly-coloured forest turacos, they 
are grey, black, white, and brown, 
and blend in well with the dry sa-
vannah and bushland environments 
they inhabit. Sometimes, a separate 
genus Gallirex includes the Rwenzori 
Ruwenzorornis johnstoni and (some-
times) the Purple-crested (Tauraco 
porphyreolophus) turacos, and the 
White-bellied Go-away-bird Co-
rythaixoides leucogaster is sometimes 
split into the genus Criniferoides. All 
turacos are sometimes called ‘plan-
tain-eaters’. The plantain is a form of 
large banana grown in much of Africa 
and a staple food in some places – it 
is more like a vegetable, cooked while 
still green, and with more starch and 
less sugar than the banana fruit we 
eat. The name ‘plantain-eater’ is not 
appropriate since no turacos actually 
eat plantains, or bananas. 

A very interesting feature of the 
turaco family is that they have two 
unique pigments in their feathers. 
Most turacos have at least one of these 
pigments, only the White-bellied 
Go-away-bird and the two grey plan-
tain-eaters lacking them both. The 

first pigment is turacoverdin, which 
is a green pigment and occurs in the 
body, wing and tail feathers of most 
of the forest turacos. The purple tura-
cos have it, although it is not visible, 
being masked by very strong melanin 
pigments giving them a dark, pur-
ple-glossed plumage. The Grey Co-
rythaixoides concolor and Bare-faced 
Corythaixoides personatus go-away 
birds also have it, although in them 
it is in small amounts and not really 
visible. 

The second pigment is called 
turacin, and is a very bright red pig-
ment. It mainly occurs in the flight 
feathers of the wings, giving them 
a brilliant red colour. This is well-
known in our own Knysna and Pur-
ple-crested turacos. The bright feath-
ers are usually hidden when the wings 
are folded, but when spread they are 
suddenly revealed as glorious bright 
red flashes, best seen when a turaco 
flies overhead to cross a sunny gap in 
the canopy. Turacin is present in the 
wing feathers of all the forest turacos 
except for the Great Blue Turaco, but 
is absent from all the go-away-birds 
and the grey plantain-eaters.

Both turacin and turacoverdin 
are organic compounds that include 
the element copper. If you take both 

the green and the red feathers of a 
forest turaco, there might be a total 
amount of 20 mg of copper in the en-
tire plumage. This copper is extracted 
from the fruit and foliage the turaco 
eats, and concentrated in the pig-
ments of the feathers. Since copper is 
only present in very small quantities 
in fruits, the turaco needs to eat about 
20 kg of fruit to collect enough copper 
for the pigments in its feathers, which 
means two or three months of eating. 
It is possible that all of the turacos may 
actually form these pigments in their 
bodies, but the grey plantain-eaters 
and the go-away-birds excrete them 
faster than they can build up in the 
feathers. It has often been said that 
the red pigment of the wing feathers 
of turacos is water-soluble and washes 
out with the rain, but this is not true; it 
needs an alkaline solution to dissolve 
in.

Turaco feathers have been much 
prized in traditional African societies, 
especially royals and people in high 
positions using the bright red feathers 
for decorations. Schalow’s Turaco, to-
gether with Hartlaub’s Turaco Tauraco 
hartlaubi, provides the feathers used 
for ceremonial head-dresses of the 
Masai tribe in Kenia.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com
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Every patron has a fa-
vourite camp. And 
every Kruger camp has 

its own attractions, and there is 
great birding to be had in every 
single one of them, but since my 
first visit there in April 1984, as a 
13 year old boy, mine has always 
been Punda Maria. I know that 
has a lot to do with the antici-
pation and expectation of what 
birds I will find there, both with-
in Camp, and in the surrounding 
drives, with Punda’s proximity to 
birding hotspots like the Mahonie 
Loop, Klopperfontein, Babalala, 
Dzunzwini, and of course Pafuri. 
Don’t get me wrong, I’m fond of all 
camps in the Park, and there is a lot 
of appeal about camps with vistas 
from elevated vantage points like 
at Olifants or Mopani, or looking 

out over a river, like at Shingwed-
zi, or Letaba, and the more flat and 
open nature of some camps, but 
the embrace of the Punda’s dense 
vegetation, the elevation and hab-
itat of the hillside it rests on, the 
historic quaintness of the camp, 
plus the many glorious memories 
I’ve had there, do it for me…

My birding memories from 
my first trip to Punda are of Beard-
ed Scrub Robin and Yellow-bellied 
Greenbul (they both had different 
names then… operating as Beard-
ed Robin and Yellow-bellied Bul-
bul) and both were lifers for me 
at the time, and through the years 
the calls of both species are syn-
onymous for me with a stay at the 
camp.

I think I stayed at Punda Ma-
ria three more times in the eight-

 Reflections 

Birding in SANParks Limpopo parks

 Reflections 

Punda Maria Rest Camp, 
Kruger National Park

Chris Patton ies, once more in a family cottage, 
once in the traditional bungalows, 
and once in the campsite. The 
camping trip was part of my mat-
ric holiday with a class-pal and fel-
low bird enthusiast, who had just 
got his driver’s license, and while 
most of our school mates headed 
off to the mayhem of the coast-
al raves, we elected to first go on 
a three week camping trip to the 
Park, starting at Crocodile Bridge 
and culminating in four nights at 
Punda Maria.

A couple of years later I was 
at university, and being a typi-
cal unruly, adventurous student, 
and somewhat foolhardy, I end-
ed up falling off Table Mountain 
one night, and became a paraple-
gic. Luckily I was able to adapt to 
a new way of life and resume my 
studies and life in general, and 
then I started working for SAN-
Parks in 1998. For my first five or 

six years working in the Park I was 
unable to stay at Punda Maria, be-
cause none of the accommodation 
units nor the campsite had any 
accessible ablutions suitable for 
wheelchair guests. But I was lob-
bying hard behind the scenes and 
eventually when the Park built the 
safari tents, higher up the hill in 
about 2003, set in the indigenous 
bush, the first unit was built as a 
wheelchair friendly one. A little 
later the Park converted one of the 
family cottages and a bungalow 
too, and between these units I now 
had a base where I could stay on 
my work and private trips there. 
And luckily over the years I’ve had 
quite a few projects, studies and 

Left One of my favourite Punda birds, 
the Bearded Scrub Robin.

Right A Yellow-bellied Greenbul from 
the deck of a Punda Family Cottage
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events in the far North 
of the park, so I’ve got 
to spend a fair bit of 
time there.

Birding from the 
Safari Tents can be 
very rewarding, and 
the trick is just to let 
the birds come to you. 
I learnt to travel with 
an extension cord and 
would set up my lap-
top on the table on the deck and 
have my binoculars within easy 
reach. Eastern Nicators, with their 
wonderful liquid warble are regu-
larly heard frustratingly close, but 
ordinarily a good visual is nigh 
impossible to achieve… yet every 
now and then one will behave 
atypically and oblige with a decent 
view. Another common sound 
from the undergrowth around the 
tents is the Grey-backed Cama-
roptera – unlike most of the Park, 

but similar to the Pafuri area, I 
always found Grey-backed Cam-
aropteras around these tents and 
not the similar Green-backed. 
Ashy Flycatcher is another of the 
skulking collection of birds that 
are easier to hear than see, but far 
more obliging are the Crowned 
Hornbills that announce them-
selves with their piping chant and 
will often get incredibly close and 
pose nicely.

Left One of those rare occasions 
when an Eastern Nicator behaves 

abnormally and shows itself. 

Below Close-up portrait of 
Crowned Hornbill from a Punda 

Maria Safari Tent .

One doesn’t even have to get 
out of bed in the morning to be-
come aware of some fantastic bird 
company. The elevated position of 
the tents means that early morn-
ing serenades are funnelled up the 
hillside. One can listen out for the 
boom of Southern Ground Horn-
bill, the almost haunting trills 
of Striped Kingfisher and Grey 
Tit-Flycatchers, and the resonant 
cries of Crested, Coqui, and Shel-
ley’s Francolin, the latter threat-
ening to commit heresy and steal 
your beer.

One of the main advantages 
of the Safari Tents is to watch the 
surrounding skies from their ele-
vated vantage point. Various swifts 
and swallows are usually present, 
and with the camp’s position at 
the eastern end of the Soutpans-
berg Mountain chain, some of the 
Park’s more uncommon swifts in 
Alpine and African Black should 
be watched out for. Then 
every morning there 
will be a regular flyover 
of both Kruger’s resi-
dent parrot species, and 
the gruffer shriek of the 
highly localised Baobab 
specialist, the Brown-
necked Parrot, should 
be picked up against the 
more squeaky shrieks 
of the widespread 
Brown-headed Parrot. 

In the evening time, 
and even on overcast 

and drizzly mornings there is the 
chance of seeing the Camp’s resi-
dent Bat Hawks. Soaring vultures, 
eagles, and storks (mostly Mara-
bou, but occasionally Black) will 
be seen. Ayres’s Hawk-Eagle and 
Verreaux’s Eagle are two of the 
more unusual eagles for the Park 
I’ve seen from the tents, and so 
too another Park rarity in White-
necked Raven.

At night there is the usual 
array of owls and nightjars to lis-
ten out for amidst the churr of the 
Banded Rubber Frogs and noc-
turnal insects, but one to particu-
larly listen out for is the Freckled 
Nightjar which must make their 
home on the camp’s rocky hillside.

Below The incredible head dress of a Crested 
Guineafowl. Flocks can be seen at the Fam-
ily Cottages, Safari Tents, on the Flycatcher 

Trail, and down in the Campsite. 
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The Camp’s two family cot-
tages are excellent value bird-
wise too, also being set within the 
Camp’s indigenous bush. Green-
buls, robin-chats, scrub robins, 
Collared Sunbirds, and Terrestri-
al Brownbuls will be heard and 
hopefully seen at close quarters, 
and the busy and charismatic 
Crested Guineafowl with their 
punk hairstyles are bound to en-
tertain residents of these units. 
There will also be visits from a few 
interesting mammals to both cot-
tages and at the safari tents, prob-
ably fed by ignorant previous res-
idents. These include Thick-tailed 
Bushbabies, Large-spotted Genets, 
and the enigmatic Gambian Giant 
Pouched Rat, found only in the 
well-wooded far northern reaches 

of the Limpopo Province in South 
Africa, but having a wider distri-
bution throughout tropical Africa.

Punda Maria’s bungalows are 
declared heritage buildings, hav-
ing been built in the 1930s, and 
though their interiors have been 
modernised, they are a multiplex 
style and don’t have the indige-
nous bush at their doorstep like 
the tents and cottages, but they 
have the advantage of easy access 
to the communal braai and picnic 
area, the paths through the un-
dergrowth down to the campsite/

Below White-throated Robin-Chats will 
sing all day from the depth of Punda’s un-

dergrowth

swimming pool, and to the fan-
tastic Flycatcher Trail named after 
the African Paradise Flycatchers 
that are likely to be found there 
by trail-goers. This trail takes one 
up the hillside above the accom-
modation units into thick indig-
enous woodland for which the 
Punda Maria area is so renowned. 
Because of my use of a wheelchair 
I have not been able to walk this 
trail since I was a teenager, but 
have some spectacular childhood 
memories including close encoun-
ters with many of the species al-
ready listed, and additionally spe-
cial moments with African Barred 
Owlet and Narina Trogon.

Birding from the campsite is 
in a flat, sandy-soiled expanse of 
open woodland, and has a different 
profile to the almost impenetra-
ble thicket that covers the hillside 
where the fixed accommodation 
is located. The typical woodland 
species found throughout the 
Park hang out in this part of the 
camp; barbets, hornbills, starlings, 
weavers, and sparrows, and there 
was even an unwanted Common 
Myna that probably hitched a ride 
in a delivery truck a few years ago. 
It hung around for a while, until it 
moved off, was killed by a preda-
tor, or one of my colleagues from 
the alien biota unit captured it. A 
good place to bird from the camp-
site is around the swimming pool 
and at the fringes of the campsite 
where it runs up against the side 

of the hill and the dense vegeta-
tion begins. All three of the Park’s 
resident robin-chats (Red-capped, 
White-browed, and White-throat-
ed) can be found and a lot of in-
teresting stuff moves through the 
undergrowth.

Also don’t ignore the taller 
mopane trees between the fuel sta-
tion and the camp fence. Eastern 
Nicators hang out there, and Afri-
can Golden Oriole have been seen 
there too. And the one bird I link 
to the campsite is the Brubru. Of 
course one is more likely to hear 
their ring tone like call first, and 
work a little harder to get a good 
visual.

Even if you haven’t been to 
Punda Maria before, the chanc-
es are you will have heard of the 
camp’s renowned bird bath… 
made famous by becoming South 
Africa’s most reliable spot for Or-
ange-winged Pytilias between 
2016 and 2019. They may well still 
be around, but I have not been to 
the camp since then. The bird bath 
is near the communal braai area, 
across the road from the bunga-
lows, just over the area’s retaining 
wall before the steep descent of the 
thick foliage of the hillside. Don’t 
get confused with the pond a lit-
tle closer to the Reception build-
ing. The great thing about this 
bird bath is that it is very com-
patible with accommodating ear-
ly morning and afternoon drives, 
as the best results are achieved 
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by positioning oneself in the late 
morning and sitting quietly until 
the inevitable procession of thirsty 
birds come to drink… mostly 
diminutive seedeaters, like wax-
bills, firefinches, and pytilias, but 
with a handful of other random 
characters promising exciting ac-
tion. Green Twinspot, presumably 
using the Soutpansberg Range as 
a travel conduit, has also been re-
corded at the bath.

To end an account of bird-
ing at Punda Maria it is probably 
important to mention the Camp’s 
Hide which overlooks a waterhole 

Clockwise from top left  
A pair of Jameson’s Firefinches;

A Blue Waxbill arriving;
An Ashy Flycatcher and my finger! 

Orange-winged Pytilia; 

on the western boundary fence. It 
is a human excavated depression 
filled with water, and I am unsure 
if there was a natural depression 
there before, but it does not have 
much aquatic plant life and I sus-
pect in its infancy (it was only built 
in the 2000s) there was not a lot 
of invertebrate life to attract birds, 
but it seems to have improved in 
recent years, so much so that the 
hide now has its own web camera. 
It is probably better for mammal 
sightings, but Marabou Stork are 
regular and Double-banded Sand-
grouse visit too, and it is a regular 
haunt for sandpipers, including 
Common, Wood, and the rarer 
Green Sandpiper.

So even without leaving 
Camp one is guaranteed quality 
birds and that is with the knowl-
edge that the surrounding drives 
through sandveld and mopane 
woodland, and the nearby Pafuri 
and northern plains promise an 
even greater spectrum of birds as 
one gets into different habitats. 
Punda Maria is an avian haven and 
I hope readers who don’t know it 
will be enticed there and learn to 
love it as much as I do.
Author e-mail: chris.patton@sanparks.org

Below Marabou Stork at the Punda Maria 
Hide. 
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Common Myna problem in 
the Kruger National Park

The Common Myna is listed as one of the world's 100 
worst invasive species, and is therefore no surprise 
that it eventually would have reached the Kruger Na-

tional Park. The last few years have seen an increasing number 
of reports of Common Myna in the Kruger National Park, mainly 
from some of the picnic sites and rest camps, but Marianne McK-
enzie's record of mynas at the Dokwe- ni waterhole (The 
Lark 24: 37-38) shows this prob- lem may not be 
confined to camps and picnic sites. 

Common Mynas c o m p e t e 
aggressively with other birds, par-
ticularly cavity nest- ers such as 
woodpeckers, barbets and starlings, 
and tend to replace these 
i n d i g - enous species when 
m y n a populations become 
w e l l - e s t a b - lished. 

The man- agement of 
the Kruger National P a r k 
is aware of this problem and r e q u e s t that all 
Common Myna records in the Kruger National Park should be 
submitted to the KNP Alien Biota section with the following de-
tails: date, locality, GPS point, and number of birds. 

Alien Biota Section
Private Bag X402
Skukuza
1350
Tel: (013) 735 4114 
Fax: (013) 735 4051
E-mail: ezekiel.khoza@sanparks.org

Bird Briefs

Maggots, fly larvae, and cat-
erpillars 

Hugh Chittenden
E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

The mention of the word 
'maggot' and there is 
an instinctive human 

reaction that usually elicits disgust 
or repulsion. Taxonomically speak-
ing though, maggots are larvae. 
In simple terms, maggots are the 
larval stage of flies and blowflies, 
while caterpillars are the larvae of 
moths and butterflies. Maggots are 
often associated with rotting flesh 
and often form a mass of wiggling 
‘worms’ at carcasses.   

However, they play an ex-
tremely important ecological role 
as decomposers and are a rich form 
of nutrients for many bird species. 
Aviculturalists are well aware of the 
value of maggots or fly larvae, so 
purposely grow Housefly and Black 
soldier fly larvae as a rich form of 
protein to feed their aviary birds.

Birders associate caterpillars 
as a rich food source for birds and 
inevitably, a sign of a healthy envi-

Below An example where male and female 
African Emerald Cuckoo feed on beetle lar-
vae in a Pigeonwood tree Trema orientalis. 
This particular tree was so infested with feed-
ing larvae, that the female (below, right) ends 
up with one crawling over her plumage after 

emerging from the foliage! 
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Eggs 2 days old 

4 days old

8 days old 11 days old 13 days old 

18 days old 21 days old 

24 days old 

ronment. However, from a human 
perception, maggots fall into a dif-
ferent category. In spite of our re-
pulsion towards maggots, they play 
a key role in hastening the process 
of decomposition, and preventing 
disease. They are a critical compo-
nent in natural environments.  

The photographs opposite 
show that vultures sometimes feed 
on maggots at ageing carcasses. 
The juvenile White-backed Vul-
ture below was seen to be scooping 
beakfuls of maggots that became 
exposed while it was tugging at the 
carcass.  

 Maggots are fed on by many 
bird species, that include not only 

insectivorous species, but also birds 
such as seed-eating waxbills, quail, 
and other gamebirds! 

Aviculturalists are well aware 
of the value of Black soldier fly (be-
low left) and Housefly larvae (be-
low right). The larvae of these flies 
are fairly easy to breed and valuable 
to aviculturalists that need protein 
to feed insectivorous and omnivo-
rous aviary birds.  

Above Images of caterpillar larvae which 
the Black-bellied and Violet-backed starlings 
have sourced from vegetation, which, from a 

birders point of view is quite acceptable.

Above The young White-backed Vulture ignores 
the carcass flesh for a moment, and takes in beak-
fuls of maggots! What we regard as revolting, is 

regarded as nutritious by these vultures.
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Nylsvley Nature Reserve’s 
woodland birds 
Warwick Tarboton

E-mail: wtarbotn@iafrica.com

Nylsvley is best known 
for its waterbirds 
which, in years of 

exceptional rainfall, arrive on 
the floodplain of the Nyl River in 
their thousands. For many years, 
though, the floodplain remains 
dry and during these times it is 
the reserve’s woodland birds that 
provide the draw-card for birders 
to the area. The floodplain portion 
of the reserve extends over about 
700 ha and the remaining 2 400 ha 
is nice primary woodland. In the 
south, on the sandy soils overly-
ing sandstone, it is dominated by 
Burkea africana; in the north-west, 
on the shallow rocky soils overly-
ing felsite, by Combretum spp., and 
the alluvial soils associated with 
the floodplain support a swathe of  
'Acacia' savannah (the term is used 
here for woodland dominated by 
Vachellia and Senegalia spp.) that 
stretches from east to west across 
the reserve – three very different 
types of woodland (see Coetzee et 
al. 1976 for a detailed description 
of Nylsvley’s vegetation).

In January 2000, Friends of 
Nylsvley initiated a project to cen-
sus and monitor the birds of these 
woodlands, a project that has con-
tinued annually since. The purpose 

of this article is to describe the pro-
ject and briefly highlight some of 
the findings. Not having a statistical 
background, I have merely graphed 
and highlighted some of these 
without assessing their statistical 
significance. A spreadsheet of the 
dataset for the 20 years is available 
to anyone interested as a download 
off the Friends of Nylsvley web-
site. The results from Nylsvley have 
wider relevance as the woodland 
mosaic on Nylsvley and the avifau-
na associated with it, is replicated 
widely across the adjacent Water-
berg Plateau and Springbok Flats. 

Methods
The first year’s efforts (in 

2000) were spent designing and 
testing a possible census technique 
for use in this project, aimed at 
controlling or minimizing as many 
variables as possible. Firstly, it was 
decided to do the census annual-
ly at the same time each year over 
a weekend that fell close to or on 
the last weekend of January. Eight-
een routes through the different 
woodlands were identified, six 
in each woodland type and these 
routes have been used consistently 
since then. On the chosen week-
end a group of birders, usually 
between 50-70 people, were then 
invited (cajoled?) to participate, 
instructed on what to do on Friday 
evening, and deployed in teams 
of 3-4/team to count birds on 
each of the 18 routes on Saturday 

morning. Starting at, or as close as 
possible to 06:00, each team then 
slowly walked its allocated route 
for two hours, registering on a 
pre-prepared form every individ-
ual bird of every species that was 

seen or heard. Counting stopped 
exactly 120 minutes later. To facil-
itate observer access, the reserve 
staff (usually) mowed all the routes 
prior to a census. Observers were 
instructed that playback was not 
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to be used to lure birds in, and 
where groups of birds were en-
countered an attempt be made to 
determine the group numbers. If 
weather prevented counting on 
Saturday, then it was postponed to 
Sunday – this only happened once. 
On all but a few routes observers 
set out on their walk with the sun 
behind them. What is meant here 
by ‘woodland’ birds is all the spe-
cies that were not dependent on 
the wetland, so it included species 
such as White-winged Widowbird, 
Yellow-crowned Bishop, Zitting 
Cisticola, Desert Cisticola, and 
others more typically to be found 
in open treeless country.

The census technique used has 
limitations: a number of species go 
largely undetected, e.g. nightjars, 
owls, buttonquails; group-living 
species (e.g. Arrow-marked Bab-
blers) were under-counted since 
a ‘heard only’ record yielded just 
one bird when in reality it would 
have been one of a group; vo-
cal birds with far-carrying calls, 
e.g. Ring-necked (Cape Turtle)
Dove, Red-chested Cuckoo, and 
Burchell’s Coucal were over-count-
ed because the same calling bird 
would be heard and registered by 
different teams. Differing observer 
skill in teams was a hard-to-con-
trol variable – to minimize this 
effect a skilled birder was allocat-
ed to each team as far as possible. 
The great majority of records were 
‘heard only’, hence the importance 

of having someone in each team 
able to identify every call heard.

Results
The 20th census was complet-

ed in January 2020 and the com-
ments and some preliminary results 
stemming from the data obtained 
during this time are described be-
low. For each commoner species 
a graph of numbers counted each 
year was compared with rainfall 
data: (i) December-January only, 
(ii) the summer’s rain, July-January 
preceding the count, (iii) July-Jan-
uary plus the preceding 12 month’s 
rain. Rainfall data came from Mo-
dimolle, 30 km away, as the rainfall 
records from Nylsvley during this 
time were unreliable. Some species 
graphs were also viewed against the 
date of the census. In a Powerpoint 
presentation at Nylsvley (January 
2020), Fanie Du Plessis plotted 
trends in different foraging guilds 
for the data up to 2019; here I look 
more specifically at species trends.

Teams typically recorded be-
tween 30 to 60 species/route and 
the collective total for a 2-hour 
count was remarkably consistent 
over the years, averaging 132 ± 
5.8 – it demonstrates the benefit 
of having observers spread widely 
across all habitats in an exercise of 
this nature. The overall species list 
grew over the years, reaching 211 
in 2020, Fawn-coloured Lark being 
recorded for the first time this year. 
About a third of the listed species 

(68 species) were recorded every 
year, many of these in the same sort 
of numbers.  For example, between 
about 90-100 Rattling Cisticolas 
were usually counted annually, 60-
70 Arrow-marked Babblers, 50-60 
Neddickys, 40-50 Crested Barbets, 
30-40 White-browed Scrub Robins, 
20-30 Brown-crowned Tchagras, 
15-20 Chinspot Batis, and so on. So 
the first general conclusion is that 
there is considerable robustness to 
much of the woodland avifauna, 
many species occurring year after 
year in roughly the same numbers, 
irrespective of rainfall history for 
the area.

The second finding, something 
that all birders are well aware of, is 
that, while some species occurred 
evenly across different woodland 
types, (e.g. Fork-tailed Drongo, 
Chinspot Batis, African Green Pi-
geon), others were restricted to a 
particular woodland type. Thus in 
Nylsvley, Crimson-breasted Shrike, 
White-browed Sparrow-Weaver, 
Barred Wren-Warbler, Marico Fly-
catcher, Chestnut-vented Warbler, 
Burnt-necked Eremomela, and nu-
merous others were restricted to 
‘Acacia’. 

The distinction between the 
bird faunas of the Burkea and Com-
bretum woodlands was slight – 
both are broad-leafed woodlands 
and they share a largely similar bird 
community that is distinctively dif-
ferent from that inhabiting the Aca-
cia. It includes Pallid Flycatcher, 

Striped Kingfisher, Yellow-throated 
Bush Sparrow, Southern Black Tit, 
Cinnamon-breasted Bunting, Yel-
low-fronted Canary, Black Cuck-
ooshrike, White Helmetshrike, 
Brubru, Sabota Lark, Coqui Fran-
colin, and many others. Within this 
broad-leafed community, some 
species were recorded at a higher 
frequency in the Burkea than in the 
Combretum, and vice versa, and this 
provided the only obvious distinc-
tion between the avifaunas of these 
woodlands. Examples of this, using 
the respective counts of a species in 
Burkea and Combretum respective-
ly, include Emerald-spotted Wood 
Dove (15:2), African Grey Horn-
bill (36:23), Black-backed Puffback 
(182:66 ), Coqui Francolin (51:37), 
all commoner in Burkea, while spe-
cies like Flappet (11:36) and Sabota 
larks (15:77), and Amethyst Sun-
bird (17:26)  were commoner in 
the Combretum. For those interest-
ed in the relative preferences (and 
abundances) of each species for 
each woodland type, the spread-
sheet mentioned earlier provides 
the data. In these data there is some 
blurring of habitat preference be-
cause not all routes were wholly 
within one or other woodland type, 
so that teams on a route in one 
woodland type could at times de-
tect and register species from other 
woodland types.

More than half of the 90 616 
individual birds counted in the 20 
years were Red-billed Quelea. This 
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highly gregarious bird 
was present in most years, 
usually in small numbers 
(dozens to hundreds of 
birds) but in three recent 
years (2014, 2017, 2020) 
there were major incur-
sions when 6 000-12 000 
birds were counted, their 
numbers in these years 
swamping the numbers 
of every other bird pres-
ent. As the count ratio 
in Acacia, Burkea, and 
Combretum of 281:31:58 
respectively shows, their 
presence was largely con-
fined to the Acacia. Com-
paring their numbers 
against rainfall data (see 
alongside) shows that 
these spikes occurred in 
the below-average rain-
fall years (2013-2020). 
The summer of 2020 was 
one of the driest recorded 
in the 20 years and this is 
when the largest quelea 
incursion occurred.

Another notable 
spike was Laughing Dove, 
the numbers of which in 
most years ranged be-
tween about 15-30 with a 
7-fold spike of 132 in 2014. 
This is linked to the result 
of a run-away fire that 
burnt out most of the re-
serve four months before 
the count (see alongside). 

The fire left very extensive areas 
of bare ground in the woodlands 
which seemed to be the attraction 
for this species. In the same year 
Ring-necked Dove numbers also 
spiked but to a lesser extent – to 
343 from a background of 150-200 
in other years. Interestingly, anoth-
er ground-feeding species, Gold-
en-breasted Bunting, seemingly 
also responded in a similar way to 
the effects of the fire.

Western Cattle Egret and 
Wattled Starlings also showed er-
ratic spikes in their occurrence/
abundance on Nylsvley. In most 
years fewer than 50 Western Cattle 
Egrets were counted but there were 
spikes of 465 (in 2002) and 371 (in 
2015), neither spike being linked 
to an unusually wet or 
dry period. Wattled Star-
lings were only recorded 
in 8/20 years with small 
spikes in four years when 
36-64 birds were counted 
in these years. None of 
these were linked to un-
usually wet or dry condi-
tions. 

In most species, al-
though the counts fluc-
tuated from year to year, 
their numbers remained 
broadly constant. Barn 
Swallows were recorded 
every year, usually around 
100-200 being counted 
annually but in 2008, the 
year in which the Decem-

ber-January rain was the highest in 
20 years, their numbers spiked to 
606; this supports the widely held 
view that Barn Swallows move into 
areas in response to recent rain. 
Noticeable is that the combined 
counts of other aerial insectivores 
(swifts, martins, other swallows) 
did not spike then.

Despite efforts to minimize 
variables associated with counting, 
wide fluctuations occurred from 
year to year in the numbers count-
ed of virtually all the commoner 
species. These surely did not re-
flect actual year-on-year changes in 
their populations, especially as, in 
many instances, the plotted trend 
over 20 years suggests that their 
populations have remained essen-
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tially unchanged over this period. 
As an example, below is a plot of the 
number counted over 20 years of 
Grey Go-away-bird, one of the ten 
most numerous species in Nylsvley, 
an easily detected bird and one un-
likely to be overlooked. The spike 
in its numbers in 2006 may or may 
not reflect an actual population 
increase in this year and the trend 
line across 20 years suggests that 
nothing much has changed for this 
species, with at most a small in-
crease over this time. 

mon species, while probably resi-
dent in small numbers (e.g. Striped 
Kingfisher, Brown-backed Hon-
eybird) went undetected in some 
years and their numbers varied in 
the years when they were recorded.

The spikes described earlier 
for queleas, doves, and Barn Swal-
low almost certainly demonstrate 
that in these years their numbers 
were much higher than usual and 
possible explanations for this have 
been offered. There are also a num-
ber of cases in which the 20-year 
plots indicate that populations 
of these species have been either 
increasing or declining over this 
time. Ring-necked Dove, second 
to the quelea in overall numbers 
counted and easily detected from 
its call, appears to have increased 
from about 170 in the early years to 
about 250 in recent years. By con-
trast, in Fork-tailed Drongo (see 
opposite), another easily detected, 
conspicuous bird, there has been 
a decline from 60-70 birds in the 
early years to 40-50 in more recent 
years and this decline occurred in 
all three woodland types. Whether 
such trends will stand up to statis-
tical scrutiny is uncertain but it is 
nonetheless flagged to see if such 
trends are happening elsewhere 
and to see whether it persists in 
Nylsvley. 

There do not appear to be ob-
vious associations between these 
upward or downward-trending 
species and the three rainfall histo-

The plots of many of the com-
mon species are similar. Less com-

Grey Go-away-birdGrey Go-away-bird

ries listed earlier nor, with one ex-
ception, with the actual date when 
each census was done. The excep-
tion was Red-chested Cuckoo, eas-
ily detected when it is calling, but 
virtually undetectable when silent. 
In 13 years when the census was 
done before 5 February, an aver-
age of 9 birds/census was record-
ed whereas after 5 February this 
dropped to 1.7/census. Although 
still present after 5 February, call-
ing had largely ceased then, ren-
dering them much less detectable.

Graphs for 11 ‘increaser’ spe-
cies follow. Ring-necked Doves 
increased from about 170 in early 
years to about 250 in recent years; 
Red-eyed Doves increased from 
about 20 to about 50; In the early 
years Crested Francolin numbers 
were around 40-50, in recent years 

Fork-tailed DrongoFork-tailed Drongo

Ring-necked DoveRing-necked Dove

Red-eyed DoveRed-eyed Dove
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Crested FrancolinCrested Francolin

Woodland KingfisherWoodland Kingfisher

Bearded WoodpeckerBearded Woodpecker

Southern Black TitSouthern Black Tit

Dark-capped BulbulDark-capped Bulbul

Rattling CisticolaRattling Cisticola

Black-crowned TchagraBlack-crowned Tchagra

Magpie Shrike
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60-70; Woodland Kingfisher from 
about 30 to 50; Bearded Wood-
pecker from 2-3 to 6-10; Southern 
Black Tit from about 15 to about 
25; Dark-capped Bulbul from 
about 15 to about 35; Rattling Cis-
ticola from about 70 to about 110; 
Black-crowned Tchagra from about 
17 to about 27; Magpie Shrike from 
about 15 to about 30; and Grey-
backed Camaroptera from about 
35 to about 50 (see graphs for these 
species). 

In addition to the Fork-tailed 
Drongo mentioned earlier, other 
species showing a decline over the 
20 years are Black-collared Barbet 
(from about 30 in early years to 
about 15 in recent years); White-
browed Sparrow-Weaver (also 
from about 30 to about 15); Chest-
nut-vented Warbler (from about 

8 to about 5); Marico Flycatcher 
(from about 12 to about 5); and 
Crimson-breasted Shrike (from 
about 10 to about 3). These birds 
and their graphs are shown below.

Lastly, shown below (page 69)
are plots of the counts made over 
20 years for three Palaearctic mi-
grants that occur commonly in the 
Nylsvley woodlands. Being small 
insectivorous passerines that breed 
in Europe, these three species are 
of particular interest given the con-
cern in Europe about the decline 
being recorded in both insects and 
insectivorous birds. As the graphs 
show, the three species fluctuated 
widely in numbers from year to 
year: Red-backed Shrike averaged 
38 over the 20 years (but ranged 
between 15-77), Spotted Flycatcher 
averaged 57 (but ranged between 

Grey-backed CamaropteraGrey-backed Camaroptera

Black-collared BarbetBlack-collared Barbet

White-browed Sparrow-WeaverWhite-browed Sparrow-Weaver

Chestnut-vented WarblerChestnut-vented Warbler

Marico FlycatcherMarico Flycatcher

Crimson-breasted ShrikeCrimson-breasted Shrike
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14-102 - extraordinary to get only 
14 birds in 2020!), Willow Warbler 
averaged 27 (but ranged between 
8-53). Such fluctuations confound 
the drawing of any conclusion as 
to trends except perhaps in Willow 
Warbler where, despite the fluctu-

ations, its numbers do seem to be 
downward-trending.

Discussion
Only so much can be achieved 

by counting the birds in a wood-
land while both you (the observ-

Red-backed ShrikeRed-backed Shrike

Spotted FlycatcherSpotted Flycatcher

Willow WarblerWillow Warbler

er) and your target (the birds) are 
moving, their detectability varying 
from species to species, on whether 
they are silent or calling, are mov-
ing or still, on how close or distant 
they are, and on whether it was 
sunny or overcast on the day. De-
spite attempting to control as many 
variables as possible it is inevitable 
that the annual counts of the differ-
ent species show the year-on-year 
inconsistency that they do. While 
they may not withstand statistical 
scrutiny, it is consoling that the 
data do indicate a long-term sta-
bility in numbers of many of the 
species monitored and that they 
flag the species showing upward or 
downward trends.

Everywhere there are a multi-
tude of factors potentially impact-
ing bird populations, some species 
responding positively, others neg-
atively. Within Nylsvley, game and 
fire management have direct con-
sequences on selected species while 
at a landscape scale, factors such 
as quelea control measures on the 
nearby Springbok Flats play a role. 
The data suggest that rainfall per 
se, whether it be the amount falling 
in the preceding 2, 7 or 18 months, 
played no obvious role in affecting 
the numbers of most species (Barn 
Swallow and quelea being two 
probable exceptions). The 2013 fire 
that swept through Nylsvley killed 
lots of trees and temporarily left 
large areas of bare ground in its 
wake, and the (temporary) increase 

in dove numbers was clearly a re-
sponse to this. Perhaps the increas-
ing Bearded Woodpeckers too are 
a response to this? Four of the six 
species flagged as declining are pri-
marily ‘Acacia’ species. But at the 
same time two of the species on the 
increase (Crested Francolin, Grey-
backed Camaroptera) are also pri-
marily ‘Acacia’ species; is there a 
common factor at work here, bush 
encroachment, loss of bare areas to 
thickening grass layer? Although 
speculative, the data open up pos-
sible future lines of investigation.

It is disappointing that there 
is not anything more substantial to 
be gleaned from the counts of the 
Palaearctic migrants. As indicated, 
the data suggest that Willow War-
blers have declined over the past 
20 years by perhaps a third. Other 
insectivorous species have not de-
clined suggesting that this decline, 
if true, originates elsewhere. The 
Red-backed Shrike, a conspicuous 
bird unlikely to be overlooked, re-
corded consistently low numbers 
between 2005-2013 (15-33 birds), 
with spikes in 2004 (76 birds) and 
2016 (77 birds). Perhaps these 
spikes link to an eastward move-
ment due to unfavourable condi-
tions in the Kalahari in the years of 
high numbers at Nylsvley?

A second useful line of analy-
sis was pursued by Fanie Du Ples-
sis (Powerpoint presentation at 
Nylsvley, January 2020) who used 
the first 19 years of data to look for 
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trends in different foraging guilds; 
his analysis suggests that the frugi-
vore and herbivore guilds show a 
slight upward trend, insectivores, 
granivores and omnivores re-
mained constant while Estrildidae 
(waxbills and allies) as a group 
have declined.

The woodland counts at 
Nylsvley that have been enjoyed by 
many people over the past two dec-
ades, provide raw material for more 
speculation and ideas for future in-
vestigations. Perhaps in the years to 
come selected species could be tar-
geted and species-specific census 
techniques designed that are more 
rigorous in their results.
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Flufftail in the rafters! 
Alan Whyte

E-mail: alan@springfieldfarm.co.za

There is a saying that birds 
have wings and never be 
surprised if something 

different suddenly arrives – but this 
arrival was ridiculous, wings or no 
wings!

Our family goes to a camp in 
the Timbavati regularly (pentad 
2420_3110), and we were there for a 
weekend in October 2019. Early on 
the morning of the 19th we stepped 
out of our bedrooms to prepare for a 
cup of coffee when my son Graeme 
happened to look up into the rafters 
above his bedroom door, and there 

sitting quietly with little bright eyes 
was a speckled bird the likes of which 
we simply did not recognise. All we 
could think was that it was an imma-
ture bird of some species unfamiliar 
to us.

Luckily Graeme’s fiancé, Valerie 
Linden, had her camera nearby, and 
she managed to get a few very clear 
photos of the bird. Over the years she 
has often assisted with a bird identifi-
cation with her nice lens and camera 
skills! But the weekend came to an 
end, and we almost forgot about the 
bird in the rafters and the photos on 
Valerie’s camera.

Below  The Buff-spotted Flufftail in the raft-
ers of a lodge in the Timbavati. 
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Covid-19 enforced lockdown 
does have some advantages! Valerie 
was sorting her photos in April keep-
ing herself busy and came across 
the bird in the rafters picture. She is 
attached to the University of Venda 
where she has been doing research 
on bats, and she sent the photo to 
colleagues to see if they could help 
with identification, and everyone 
was mystified. So the photo was sent 
to Derek Engelbrecht who kindly did 
some research and dug out pictures 
of a female Buff-spotted Flufftail and 
there was little doubt that this is what 
our bird was!

But how does a secretive little 
bird whose habitat is forest and thick 
bush end up in the roof of a bushveld 
camp in semi-arid, open savannah? 

The species movements are poorly 
known but there is some evidence of 
nomadic and migratory movement. 
Nevertheless, as the nearest forest 
habitat was about 40 km away it was 
certainly strange for her to be where 
she was. We have never seen or heard 
a Buff-spotted Flufftail there before, 
and there is little doubt we would 
have heard that very distinctive 
'whoooooo - eee' call on a still evening 
around the camp fire.

Thanks go to Valerie, Graeme, 
and Derek for getting to the answer!

Below  The SABAP2 distribution of the 
Buff-spotted Flufftail. The dropped pin is 
where the f lufftail was seen at a lodge in the 

Timbavati. 

The Bushveld 'Zazu' 
Grietjie Stander

E-mail: researchlim.mrc@gmail.com

Trying to convince stu-
dents that crawling 
through Sickle Bush 

to get a better view of that small 
bird is fun, can be a challenging 
task. After some failed attempts, I 
quickly realised that referencing 
the Lion King can perk some sort 
of interest in birding. Pointing at 
a Southern Yellow-billed Horn-
bill and passionately sharing some 
facts does not nearly gain as much 
interest as mentioning it is ‘Zazu’ 
from the Lion King. With their 
conspicuous long decurved bills, 
hornbills tend to catch the eye, to 
birders and non-birders alike. 

Mogalakwena River Re-
serve (MRR), near Alldays, is 
home to three hornbill species: 
Southern Yellow-billed Hornbill 
Tockus leucomelas (SYH), South-
ern Red-billed Hornbill Tockus 
erythrorhynchus (SRH), and Af-
rican Grey Hornbill Lophoceros 
nasutus (AGH). All hornbills are 
hollow-dependent, making use 
of tree cavities as nesting sites. 
However, with the exception of 
the Ground Hornbills  (Bucor-
vus spp.), their nesting strategy 
is unique in the sense that the fe-
male seals herself inside the nest-
ing cavity, only leaving a narrow 

vertical slit through which the 
male can feed her and the chicks. 

In 2015,  81 nest boxes were 
installed throughout the reserve to 
serve as artificial tree cavities as part 
of a study to investigate inter-spe-
cific competition for cavities. The 
hornbills quickly made use of these 
boxes for breeding, creating a great 
opportunity for us at the Mogalak-
wena Research Centre to study the 
breeding ecology of the three sym-
patric hornbill species. 

Avian breeding is mostly in-
itiated through the lengthening of 
daylight. However, in semi-arid 
regions, rainfall is also known to 

Above  A Southern Red-billed Hornbill, with 
two eggs visible, nesting in one of the nest 

boxes at MRR. 
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trigger the onset of breeding due 
to its positive effect on food avail-
ability which, in turn, influences 
the physical condition of birds. 
These three hornbill species will 
only start breeding if their physical 
condition allows it, which can only 
be achieved if pre-breeding food is 
sufficient. 

As the first significant down-
pour (15 mm) in November 2019 
initiated the start of the wet sea-
son at MRR, hornbills started to 
enter the boxes. Boxes with sealed 
entrances were inspected and the 
hornbill species, number of eggs 
and hatchlings were recorded, and 
all birds were fitted with a unique 
metal ring (SAFRING). 

Of the 81 nest boxes, 26 box-
es were occupied by hornbills dur-
ing the 2019/2020 breeding season 
(Table 1). A breeding attempt was 
considered successful if at least one 
nestling fledged which was the case 
for 21 boxes this season.

The AGH, followed by the 
SYH, took advantage of the peak in 

Species AGH SRH SYH Total

n Boxes occupied 6 10 7 26

n Successful nests 6 8 7 21

Mean clutch size 4.0 3.6 3.7 3.5

Hatching rate 0.75 0.78 0.85 0.79

Mean n fledglings/nest 1.7 1.5 1.6 1.7

Total n fledglings 10 20 11 41

Table 1. Summary of nesting attempts by three hornbill species at 
the Mogalakwena River Reserve in 2019/20.

Right  A Southern Yellow-billed Hornbill 
nesting in one of the nest boxes at MRR. Note 
the lack of tail and wing feathers as she is in 

moult. 

food availability, due to rain in No-
vember, and were the first species 
to enter the nest boxes in early De-
cember. Although a few boxes were 
occupied by SRH in middle De-
cember and early January, the ma-
jority waited until food availability 
was secured and box occupancy for 
SRH increased significantly after 
we received a big rain shower (34 
mm) in January (Fig. 1). 

The delayed breeding of SRH 
compared to the AGH and SYH, 

feeds at all strata. Many trees have a 
flush of new leaves before the onset 
of the wet season, which makes it 
possible for arboreal feeders to ex-
ploit arboreal invertebrates feeding 
on the fresh leaves, hence the earlier 
occupation of nest boxes by AGH 
and SYH. New grass starts sprout-
ing only after the first rains and this 
is when SRH starts breeding as its 
main diet during the wet season 
comprises of invertebrates picked 
off vegetation at or near ground lev-

Fig. 1. The number of occupied boxes per species (left y-axis) and rainfall (mm) (right 
y-axis) between November 2019 and May 2020. The grey (AGH), yellow (SYH) and 
red (SRH) lines represent the hornbill species and the blue lines indicate daily rainfall 
events. 

could possibly be explained by the 
difference in feeding behaviours. 
The AGH is principally an arboreal 
feeder and SRH essentially obtains 
all its food on the ground, where-
as SYH is the least specialized and 

el. Thus, the AGH and SYH attain 
suitable conditions before the SRH. 
The spike seen (middle Decem-
ber) in the nest occupancy of the 
SRH, is due to females entering but 
then abandoning the boxes before 
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egg-laying. It is evident from Figure 
1 that following a few rain showers 
in November and early December, 
the SRH must have used it as a clue 
that environmental conditions are 
good for breeding. However, this 
was followed by a very hot and dry 
December and early January when 
there were no follow-up rains, 
which may have resulted in the 
abandonment of nesting attempts 
by SRH. Following a big rain show-
er in early January, this was the clue 
to SRH that conditions are suitable 
for breeding.  

It is important to note that 
of the 13 boxes occupied by the 
SRH, five were abandoned before 

egg-laying. Two of these boxes 
were re-occupied by SRH females 
and still had successful breeding at-
tempts. It is uncertain if these were 
the same females that returned to 
these boxes, since they abandoned 
before we could ring them or check 
if they were ringed in previous 
years. Unfortunately, two of the 
remaining 10 SRH occupied boxes 
were predated on towards the end 
of March 2020. Thus, only eight of 

Above Three African Grey Hornbill nest-
lings removed from the nest box in order to 
fit them with unique metal rings as well as 
collecting the morphological measurements 

for SAFRING.

the SRH occupied boxes had suc-
cessful breeding attempts. All the 
boxes occupied by both AGH and 
SYH had successful breeding at-
tempts. 

For the 2019/2020 breeding 
season, the AGH breeding pairs 
successfully fledged a total of 10 
young, while the SRH and SYH 
breeding pairs successfully fledged 
a total of 20 and 11 young respec-
tively (Table 1). Although these re-
sults are from one season only, they 
clearly show the im-
portance of rain and 
food availability on 
the initiation of the 
breeding attempts by 
the three sympatric 
hornbill species. If we 
experience years with 
low rainfall, there 
will likely be a de-
crease in food avail-
ability, affecting the 
start of the breeding 
season, clutch sizes, 
physical condition 
of both the breeding 
pairs and nestlings, as 
well as the number of 
fledglings. The breed-
ing success could 
possibly also be af-
fected if seasons shift 
and rainfall becomes 
more erratic, both 
being characteristics 
of climate change. 
For now, it seems like 

all three hornbill populations are 
doing well at MRR. Having said 
that, we are not sure what the fu-
ture holds and we will thus contin-
ue to study the breeding success of 
the three hornbill species at MRR. 

Below Myself accessing nest box number 81 
with the help of Larry (our fieldwork ladder). 
This was one of the first boxes to be occupied 
and the African Grey Hornbill breeding pair 

successfully f ledged two young.
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Secretarybird commotion: 
courtship or aggression?  

Minkie Prinsloo
E-mail: wildlifestudio1@gmail.com

On Sunday the 17th of 
May we had an awe-
some sighting close 

to our home on Doornbult out-
side Polokwane. We were head-
ing to town and up ahead next 
to the road we saw a commotion 
involving two Secretarybirds, 
one large individual and a small-
er one.

The bigger of the two kept 
chasing the smaller one up and 
down along the fence and when it 
caught up with it jumped up and 
kicked it. This went on for a cou-
ple of minutes until the smaller 
one saw a gap and took off flying 
with the larger one short on its 
heels.

At first I thought they were 
just fighting, but when asked 
if it may have been a courtship 
display I realized I do not know 
what either displays really look 
like. So, I started digging in my 
bird books and found the follow-
ing.

Secretarybirds are territorial 
and display by soaring and pen-
dulum flight as well as a wings-
open display. The first two are 
used in courtship display. Open-
wing displays are used in two 

contexts: aggression and court-
ship.

In the wings-open display 
the intruder is chased along the 
ground, with the territory owner 
holding its wings above its back. 
When the intruder gets overtak-
en, the territory owner jumps 
up above it striking downwards 
with its feet. The intruder usually 
withdraws.

The wings-open display is 
also used in greeting and as a 
courtship display with one bird, 
stretching its wings above its 
back, chasing the other on the 
ground, often in circles. 

After all my research I’m 
still not 100% sure what was go-
ing on between the two birds. 
It appeared rather aggressive: 
perhaps the smaller bird was a 
post-juvenile bird dispersing 
from its natal territory and tres-
passed on an occupied territory 
when the resident bird found it. 
Nevertheless, it sure was a sight-
ing to remember.

Some images taken during the interaction 
between the two Secretarybirds. 
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Pratincole Ponderings
Chris Patton

E-mail: chris.patton@sanparks.org

The legendary Manchester 
United manager Sir Alex 
Ferguson, a dour Glas-

wegian from the tough side of town 
coined the refrain 'Football, bloody 
hell…' to describe the unpredictabil-
ity of the game and its propensity to 
create thrills… But he could just as 
easily have been talking about bird-
ing… because birds have wings and 
turn up unexpectedly where they are 
not supposed to, and thrill us birding 
folk in the process.

I was part of the Soutpansberg 
Bird Festival in November 2006 when 
a very lost Rock Pratincole was found 
on Albasini Dam, with the near-
est ‘regular’ haunt of this species the 
rocky sections of the Zambesi River, 
hundreds of kilometres to the north… 
Now that was a real 'bloody hell' find!

But going even further back, my 
first ever trip to the Kruger National 
Park was in 1983, a year after my fam-
ily had immigrated to South Africa 
from Northern Ireland. The addic-
tion was immediate, like thousands 
before and since… I was already keen 
on birds while still on Irish shores, so 

Below Bloody hell! The Rock Pratincole at 
Albasini Dam in 2006. 

experiencing the Park was a real bo-
nus and the natural thing to embrace 
its birding was to get a field guide for 
the birds of Kruger, and engulf its 
contents.  One of my school friends 
was also in a family of Krugerholics 
and we would always envy each other 
in sharing our special sightings with 
each other after returning from fam-
ily trips to the Park.  Although Kruger 
was miles away from our Johannes-
burg homes, we would test each other 
from the book, and soon knew all the 
birds found there, their distributions, 
status, habits and habitats.

And of almost mythical status 
was the appendix of vagrant species 
at the end. These species did not have 
any accompanying drawings and were 
birds that only had historic records, 
were dubious records 
that still required ver-
ification, or were very 
recent species that had 
yet to establish a pop-
ulation. One of these 
species was what was 
then called the Red-
winged Pratincole 
(now Collared Pratin-
cole). The entry in that 
appendix said some-
thing like 'pair recently 
recorded at Engelhard 
Dam.'

In December 
1985 my family were 

spending a couple of nights at Olifants 
Rest Camp. A bird on the appendix 
list was never something I really con-
sidered would be see-able, so it was 
not on my target list. During our hol-
iday we were driving along one of the 
cul-de-sac roads on the southern bank 
of Engelhard Dam between Olifants 
and Letaba Rest Camps, and the road 
ended in a turning circle around some 
short Kikuyu-like grass that almost 
resembled lawn and was strangely in-
congruous with normal Kruger earth. 
Imagine my elation when in the mid-
dle of the grass turning circle and in 
the veld on the outside of the road in 
the proximous area, were not one, 
or a pair, but eight Collared Prat-
incoles perched on the ground in a 
loose flock.

Collared PratincoleCollared Pratincole  
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I did my best to persuade my 
family that this was much more 
magical than whatever large ani-
mals were in the Letaba River, and 
the pratincoles seemed strangely 
unperturbed by the passing vehicles 
and would not flush more than a few 
metres if cars got too close.  We were 
able to watch them at close quarters 
and take in the jewel-like scarlet 
base to their bills, their pale buff 
throats framed with black collar, 
and when they arched their wings, 
their glorious russet-coloured un-
derwings. We took some slide pho-
tos that sadly have not survived the 
transition to the digital era and been 
lost somewhere, but at the time I 
thought I had struck gold.

The next updated edition of 
that Kruger Bird Guide came out in 
1987, and by then Collared Pratin-
cole (still under their old name) had 
graduated to the main descriptions 
and had an accompanying painting, 

but our sighting had 
made for a wonderful 
early Christmas pres-
ent.

At the time of my 
December 1985 sight-
ing I was far more fa-
miliar with the slightly 
less striking, and usu-

ally collarless Black-winged Pratin-
cole when in South Africa, which 
were regular in places in, or closer 
to Gauteng. These Letaba River prat-
incoles were my first Collareds, but 
just over a decade later when I began 
to work in the Park and would visit 
Engelhard with a fair deal of regular-
ity, by then Collared Pratincoles had 
graduated to an uncommon but reg-
ular sighting along the Letaba River, 
and sometimes substantial numbers. 
And they are no longer restricted to 
the Letaba River between Letaba and 
Olifants Rest Camps, but are found 
all along the wetland vlei system 
that runs from the Tropic of Cap-
ricorn Loop, through the Nshawu 
Pans, down towards the Letaba Riv-
er. I’d also seen them at Twisappel, 
Groot vlei and Stapelkop Dams and, 
judging by the atlas sightings map, 
are now recorded regularly and 
entrenched as an annual breeding 
summer visitor to the Park.

Left Black-winged Pratincole in 
the Limpopo Province © Derek 

Engelbrecht

Ironically, there are at least 
three records of Black-winged 
Pratincoles from Kruger too, and 
while I personally have not seen 
photographic evidence that these 
were not young collarless Collared 
Pratincoles seen in poor light, I am 
aware of one record of this usually 
more western species from a birder 
of some repute. So we can all safely 
assume that because pratincoles of 
both species are fairly nomadic and 
highly mobile, they probably have a 
relationship like Amur Falcons and 
Red-footed Falcons, where the latter 
will occasionally pitch up in flocks 
of the former within the Park, and 
indeed other parts of the country.

In January 2018 I spent a couple 
of days on a project in Mapungub we 
National Park, and eagerly persuad-
ed my colleague to take me to one 
of my favourite places, the hide at 
Maloutswa Pan in the Limpopo Riv-
er floodplain in the 
western section of 
that park. And to my 
delight there were 
two pratincoles on 
a sandbank south of 
the hide.  They had 
no visible complete 
collar, and when I 

watched them and eventually saw 
one flex its wings, it appeared to me 
that they had black underwings, but 
I could not be certain and the flex 
had been so fleeting that I could not 
be sure.

Both Black-winged and Col-
lared Pratincole are on the Ma-
pungubwe Bird Checklist on the 
SANParks’ Website, the former 
described as a rare summer visitor, 
the latter with a status uncertain 
indicator. SABAP2 has a record of 
Collared Pratincole from the pen-
tad Maloutswa Pan is in, and Black-
winged Pratincole records from the 
two pentads immediately to the west 
of that pentad. Pratincoles are no-
madic as has already been said, but 
whichever one of the two I saw, they 
always fill me with the elation one 
gets from birding… 'bloody hell!'

Right A juvenile Collared 
Pratincole at the Nshawu 
Dams, Kruger National Park 

© Derek Engelbrecht
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15 Years and counting 
... Mokgalaje the Short-

clawed Lark
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

My annual pilgrimage on 
the 24th May to a 'shrine' 
at the back of the Polok-

wane Game Reserve was stopped in its 
tracks by Covid-19 in 2020. Why a pil-
grimage to the back of the reserve you 
may ask? Well, this is where a very spe-
cial lark lives - and has lived for at least 
the last 15 years! On 24 May 2005, I 
ringed an adult male Short-clawed Lark 
on the cul-de-sac in the south-eastern 
corner of the reserve. Little did I – or 
the lark for that matter – realize at the 
time that it would become the 'Wisdom' 
of the lark world (Wisdom is the name 
of the 70-year old albatross believed to 
be the oldest known living bird in the 
wild). This lark is now known as Mok-
galaje, the Tswana name for 'old man' 
and is believed to be the oldest lark on 
record in the world. The next oldest 

known lark I could trace was a Crested 
Lark in Germany found dead 11y-7m 
after it was first ringed (Franson et al. 
2017).

Frustratingly, the reserve was 
also in lockdown on the 24th May and 
I missed this year's visit to Mokgalaje 
to wish him a very happy 15th ringday! 
On 15 June 2020, the day the reserve 
opened for the public, I went to check 
on him, and true to form and tradition, 
I found him within a couple of minutes, 
barely 50 m from where I ringed him 
15 years ago! And unlike me, he doesn't 
look a day older. What a bird! 
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Below Mokgalaje the Short-clawed Lark, identified 
by a unique combination of colour rings on his left 
leg,  photographed on 15 June 2020, 15 years and 23 

days after he was first ringed.

First Class Fathers - pater-
nal care in two sparrow-lark 

species
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

Biparental care is a breed-
ing strategy in which 
both parents participate 

in parental care. However, parental 
care takes many forms ranging from 
nest construction and maintenance, 
incubation, brooding and provision 
duties, nest sanitation, and even in-
direct forms of care such as acting 
as a sentinel to warn an attending 
partner or the young of impending 
danger. 

In most larks, the default pa-
rental care strategy is female-cen-
tred, with the fairer sex primarily 

responsible for nest site selection, 
construction and maintenance, in-
cubation and brooding, as well as 
food provision. The 'traditional' du-
ties of males are usually limited to 
sentinel duties and provision of the 
young, but occasionally males of 
some species provision their incu-
bating mate and, very rarely, perform 
brooding duties (Engelbrecht and 
Mashao 2019). Males in two genera, 
Eremopterix and Spizocorys (at least 
in those species within the genus for 
which  breeding information exist), 
buck the trend and participate in all 
aspects of the nesting cycle. 

Below Nest defence is an important, but often un-
derrated form of parental care. This male Chest-
nut-backed Sparrow-Lark attacked a Red-billed 
Quelea  despite it not presenting any threat to the 

nestlings. 
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I have been fortunate to ob-
serve parental care of two Ere-
mopterix larks, Chestnut-backed 
and Grey-backed Sparrow-Larks, at 
close range using videocams, allow-
ing some great insight into this fas-
cinating aspect of breeding ecology.

To begin with, sparrow-lark  
males take their fatherly duties se-
riously. In both Chestnut-backed 
and Grey-backed Sparrow-Larks, 
the diurnal contribution to incuba-
tion duties equals that of their mates. 
However, there is a subtle shift in the 
relative contribution of the sexes 
during the nestling period, with fe-
males performing the greater share 
of brooding duties, and males tend-
ing to deliver more food, but both 
sexes still perform all duties. 

Why do Eremopterix and Spi-
zocorys larks practice biparental 
care? It is interesting that adults of 
these two genera are principally 
granivorous, which usually means 
they have to drink water on a reg-
ular basis. Both genera nest on the 
ground in small, cup-shaped nests, 
usually placed on the southern side 
of a base structure such as grass, a 
forb, rock, or even a cowpat. In our 
part of the world, this means the nest 
is at least partly in the shade during 
the heat of the day. The problem is 
that daytime temperatures can still 
be uncomfortably hot during their 
breeding season, and despite a small 
amount of shade provided by a base 
structure, the eggs and young risk 
overheating if the nest should be left 

unattended for even a short period. 
And this is where males of these two 
genera come to their full right. Let 
me explain. 

Incubation is any behaviour 
aimed at maintaining the eggs with-
in a temperature range suitable for 
development of the embryos. This 
involves a range of mechanisms to 
warm (contact incubation) or cool  
(shading) the eggs as necessary. 
Feathers are such good insulators 
that transferring heat from the body 
to the eggs via the feathers would be 
compromised to a certain extent. To 
circumvent this problem, females 
(and males in some species) devel-
op a brood patch, i.e. a patch of bare 
skin on the abdomen which is well 
supplied with blood vessels at the 
surface making it possible for the 
birds to transfer heat more efficient-
ly to their eggs when incubating. 

Males of these two sparrow-lark 
species don't develop a brood patch 
(although I once found a Chest-
nut-backed Sparrow-Lark male with 
a partial brood patch), so heat trans-
fer to the eggs is unlikely to be as ef-
ficient compared to females. Howev-
er, this is not a major problem: males 
and females share incubation during 
the day, but at night when tempera-
tures are lower and heat transfer 
needs to be optimal, females are the 
sole incubators. During the breeding 
seasons of these two sparrow-larks, 
daytime temperatures can still be 
fairly high (approaching or exceed-
ing 300C) and, more often than not, 

Above Who needs a brood patch when you 
spend a large part of the day cooling eggs or 

nestlings?

the challenge is to prevent the eggs 
from overheating rather than keep-
ing them warm. Thus, males may 
spend a large part of the day per-
forming non-contact incubation 
such as shading of the eggs, obviat-
ing the need for a brood patch. Al-
though the absence of a brood patch 
means heat transfer to the eggs may 
not be as efficient as heat transfer via 
the brood patch of a female, it does 
serve to retard cooling of the eggs 
until the female returns from a re-
cess-bout.  

Males seem to relish their role 
as hands-on fathers and are often 
reluctant to leave the comfort of 
the nest when their partner arrives 
for her incubation shift. This often 

leads to a stand-off, occasionally 
ending in a quarrel of some kind. I 
have witnessed a female returning 
with a beakful of nesting materi-
al for nest lining, but the male re-
fused to leave the nest. In what can 
only be described as a  hissy fit, the 
female resorted to dump the lining 
all over her partner and flew off. It 
is not unusual to see a female hav-
ing to nudge her way into the nest to 
'dislodge' an overenthusiastic incu-
bating male. A particularly stubborn 
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Below Biparental incubation redefined. These 
Grey-backed Sparrow-Larks are so eager to incu-
bate that they sometimes end up on each other's 

backs. 

male Grey-backed 
Sparrow-Lark left 
his mate with no 
choice but to climb 
on his back, adding 
a new dimension to 
the term dual incu-
bation! 

But do spar-
row-lark males de-
serve their label as 
first class fathers? 
Compared to Pink-
billed Lark (another 
species exhibiting biparental care in 
all aspects of the nesting cycle) at the 
same study site, sparrow-lark males 
certainly hold nothing back when it 
comes to doing their share. Engel-
brecht and Marr (2019) found that 
nest attendance by male Pink-billed 
Larks during incubation amounts 
to only about 20% compared to 
around 38% for females (yes, as a 
species they have a very low nest at-
tendance). So, within the lark fam-

ily, they trump the other biparental 
care species and certainly outshine 
the majority of the larks, but how 
do they compare to other passerine 
birds species? Consider these statis-
tics: the 44% incubation nest atten-
tiveness by male Chestnut-backed 
Sparrow-Lark (unpublished data) is 
considerably higher than the mean 
of 35.5% reported for 124 passerine 
species with shared biparental in-
cubation (Matysioková and Remeš 

Left Males relish their time in 
the nest and are often reluctant 
to leave when their mates re-
turn after a recess. This often 
results in a quarrel where the 

pair would peck at each other.
 

Below This female Chest-
nut-backed Sparrow-Lark had 
a hissy fit when the male re-
fused to leave the nest, the male 
ending up with a back and face 

full of nest lining. 

2014). On the other hand, the 44% 
female nest attentiveness recorded 
is lower than the 51.5% mean nest 
attentiveness of females in biparen-
tal breeding species (Matysioková 
and Remeš 2014). So, female Chest-
nut-backed Sparrow-Larks have it 
good!

In a family celebrated for its 
sombre appearance, one would ex-
pect the dapper sparrow-lark males 
to be more concerned about appear-
ance and gallivanting (compare for 
example the sexually dichromatic 
and polygynous weavers and bish-
ops), than be the doting fathers they 
are. In my opinion, they are fully 
deserving of the title First Class Fa-
thers.

References
Engelbrecht GD, Marr SM 2019. Pa-
rental care in a sexually monomorphic, 
ground-nesting passerine, the Pink-billed 
Lark Spizocorys conirostris (Alaudidae). Os-
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Matysioková B, Remeš V 2014. The impor-
tance of having a partner: male helps re-
leases female from time limitation during 
incubation in birds. Frontiers in Zoology 
11: 24-34.
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onslaughts by these insects with-
out showing significant ill effects, 
I haven’t intervened and have al-
ways allowed the natural process-
es to take place. The main natural 
control mechanism seems to be the 
change of season as at some stage 
in mid winter, most of these in-
sects seem to disappear. Over the 
past few summers I’ve not seen a 
single bird preying, or feeding on 
these twig wilters let alone enter-
ing their gardenia fortress. That is 
until a very enigmatic Grey-headed 
Bushshrike showed up in the gar-
den this autumn.    

In May 2020, a Grey-head-
ed Bushshrike was observed on 
several occasions emerging from 
this particular gardenia bush with 

a twig wilter in its beak. It would 
then fly to a neighbouring tree to 
swallow its prey. Of the seven times 
I saw it feeding on these insects it 
rarely went back for ‘seconds’, and 
the most twig wilters it fed on at 
a single sitting was four, despite 
there being an open buffet of liter-
ally hundreds. So, to some extent, 
the twig wilter’s chemical defence 
mechanism does work on the 
T-Rex of the passerine world. On 
two occasions after swallowing an 
adult twig wilter, the bushshrike sat 
there with its beak open for a few 

Above Passerine Rex, also known as 
Grey-headed Bushshrike, is a formidable 

predator.

Notes on some 
interesting 

Grey-headed Bushshrike
feeding behaviour and  

prey items
Joe Grosel

E-mail: joe@tembele.co.za

Although this note is 
primarily bird related, 
allow me to begin by 

introducing these guys! 
Meet Carlisis wahlbergi, the 

Gardenia Twig Wilter from the fam-
ily Coreidae and masters of insect 
chemical defence strategies. Twig 
Wilters are so named because they 
use their long, piercing mouthparts 
to suck the plant fluids from young 
stems, causing them to wilt or curl 
up. Their defence mechanisms are 
legendary. This species and sever-
al others in the family have large 
stink glands between the middle 
and last legs and are able to squirt a 
defensive secretion for up to 15 cm. 
These gregarious bugs can be quite 

imposing and when disturbed will 
often boldly approach intruders 
with their banded antennae vibrat-
ing as a warning signal. 

This past summer one of the 
Forest Gardenia Gardenia thunber-
gia shrubs in my garden was again 
infested with hundreds of Gardenia 
Twig Wilters. I say again, because 
this is an annual occurrence during 
late summer when this particular 
shrub holds an estimated 700 plus 
twig wilters of which the nymphs 
(below left) with their aposematic 
colouration outnumber the larger 
adults (below right) about ten to 
one. At the height of the infestation 
the stinkbug-like odour emanating 
from this one bush is palpable from 
several metres away. Because I don’t 
use pesticides in the garden and 
due to the fact that this particular 
plant has survived many seasonal 

Below The aposematically-coloured nymph 
(left) and adult (right) of the Gardenia 

Twig Wilter.   
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Onto the present and on the 
morning of the 9th May 2020 I once 
again witnessed a bushshrike at-
tack and kill a bird in my garden. 
I was alerted to the alarm calls of 
Speckled Mousebirds coming from 
a dense thicket and as I approached 
the area where the commotion was 
going on, several mousebirds flew 
to a second clump of shrubbery 
closely followed by a Grey-headed 
Bushshrike. Unfortunately I was 
unsighted as to how the kill was 
made within that dark thicket, but 
a few minutes later the bushshrike 
emerged with a juvenile mousebird 

protective casing and even pupates 
and lays her eggs in it. On two oc-
casions the resident bushshrike was 
observed dislodging a bagworm 
casing from a branch and then pry-
ing open the entrance with its pow-
erful bill before skilfully extracting 
the caterpillar. This bird clearly had 
past experience in utilizing this un-
likely food source.

Way back in July 2007 I wrote 
an article for this newsletter about 
a Grey-headed Bushshrike that 
killed and fed on a Barbary Dove in 
my garden. The victim, a possible 
aviary escapee, obviously had very 
little experience of the ‘real’ world 
and was an easy target for the wily 
bushshrike who in the process of 
attacking the dove brutally decap-
itated it.

Above A Grey-headed Bushshrike with 
a bagworm casing prior to it pulling out 

and feeding on the larva. 

The second item on 
the ‘Tembele bushshrike’s 
menu was another interest-
ing insect with a peculiar 
defence strategy of its own, 
a bagworm. The larvae of 
the bagworm moth (family  
Psychidae) construct their 
diagnostic portable ‘sleep-

ing bag’ casings using strong silk to 
bind together twigs or thorns. Once 
the ‘bag’ has been constructed the 
female spends her entire life in this 

Above The Grey-headed Bushshrike 
with a Gardenia Twig Wilter nymph in 

its beak. 

Left The same bird with its bill agape 
after ingesting an adult twig wilter.  

seconds like someone who has just 
swallowed a very spicy ‘chillibite’! 
Yet another observation to fuel the 
age-old debate of ‘to what extent 
birds can taste their food’. 
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dense shrub and securely wedged 
the mouse in the fork of a branch 
before feeding. Small pieces of tis-
sue were torn from the mouse and 
swallowed. Feeding took about 30 
minutes before the bird flew off to a 
larger tree, preened and then broke 
out in full territorial song for about 
10 minutes. The next morning the 
bushshrike was back at its stashed 
mouse carcass, vigorously feeding 
on the remains, thus confirming  
this species' food caching behav-
iour reported by Harris and Arnott 
(1988).

Apart from twig wilters, bag 
worms, mousebirds, ‘biltong’, and 
mice, the resident bushshrike was 
also seen feeding on the following 
arthropods that could be iden-
tified: Tailed Net-winged Beetle 

Above The bushshrike repositioning the 
remains of a young Speckled Mousebird 
some eight days after it had originally fed 

on it. 

Nezara viridula, Stink Bug of the  
genus Aspongopus, Green Vege-
table Bug Lycus trabeatus, pupae 
of Cabbage-tree Emperor Bruna-
ea alcinae, Leaf Katidid (family – 
Phaneroptera), Common Green 
Mantid Sphodromantis gastrica, a 
Miomantid species, Bark Antlion 
of the either the genera Centroclisis 
or Syngenes, a species of Rain Lo-
cust (family Lamarckiana), Funnel 
Web Spider species from the family 
Agelenidae,  and a Sac spider from 
the genus Clubiona.

in its bill. It then flew into a neigh-
bouring property with its kill where 
I lost sight of it. Four days later I 
noticed a Grey-headed Bushshrike 
(probably the same individual) 
feeding on a bird in the dense can-
opy of a large Vachellia karroo tree 
in the front garden. On closer in-
spection I noticed that the victim 
was another freshly killed young 
mousebird. Interestingly, the shrike 
firmly wedged its kill in the fork of 
a twig while feeding. More than a 
week later the bushshrike returned 
to the spot and was observed feed-
ing on the now dehydrated remains 
of the mousebird and repositioning 
it repeatedly.

The third interesting item on 
the bushshrike’s menu was a mam-
mal. On the morning of the 26th 

May, after the first cold night of 
the season, I noticed a bushshrike 
on the ground, which is usually 
an indication that something’s up 
with this bird. When I got closer 
I noticed the bird standing over 
a dead mouse, possibly a young 
House Mouse Mus musculus based 
on its appearance and as this spe-
cies is the most abundant rodent 
around the stables and homesteads 
on the property. Now, I’m not sure 
whether the bird killed the mouse 
or happened to come across its 
carcass. As with the mousebird 
kills the bushshrike flew into a 

Above The Grey-headed Bushshrike 
feeding on the remains of an aviary es-

capee, a Barbary Dove, it killed! 
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The general foraging behav-
iour of the Grey-headed Bushshrike 
observed in my garden was as de-
scribed by Oatley (2005); ‘forages at 
all strata, checking foliage, twigs and 
bark, peering intently and some-
times turning head upside down’. In 
the time I spent observing this bird 
it certainly inspected every level of 
vegetation and virtually every her-
baceous plant in the garden with os-
tensibly a high success rate in finding 
food. Not that it’s a very picky eater! 
It even entered my daughter’s tree 
house where it caught a large praying 
mantis. I look forward to bringing 
you more fascinating accounts on the 
feeding behaviour of the Grey-head-
ed Bushshrike as long as the resident 
‘Tembele’ bird stays around to ‘enter-
tain and educate’ me.

References 
Harris T, Arnott G 1988. Shrikes of Southern 
Africa. Struik Winchester, Cape Town.
Oatley TB 2005. Grey-headed Bushshrike. 
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Above The bushshrike even foraged from 
the beams of my daughter’s tree house in 

the garden.
 

Opposite top The bushshrike on the 
ground with the dead mouse. 

Opposite bottom With the mouse se-
curely wedged in the in the fork of a 
branch the bushshrike commenced feed-

ing.
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Non-passerines
African Grey Hornbill - 1 June 2020. A 
pair at the Eduan Park Frog Reserve 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
African Skimmer - 30 April 2020. Five 
birds at Letaba Estates (Johan Botma).
Black Stork - 21 April 2020. Bendor, 
Polokwane (Jody De Bruyn).
Black-chested Snake Eagle - 19 April 
2020. Dorp suburb, Polokwane (Rich-
ter Van Tonder).
Bronze-winged Courser - 25 April 
2020. Welgelegen suburb, Polokwane 
(Derek Engelbrecht).

I n t e r e s t i n g  s i g h t i n g s
1 6  A p r i l  -  1 5  J u n e  2 0 2 0

Share your interesting sightings seen within a 100 km radius of 
Polokwane. Please submit your sightings to thelarknews@gmail.com 
and include the date, locality and a brief write-up of your sighting. 
Photos are welcome but will be used at the discretion of the editors. 
SABAP2 Out of Range record;  Regional rarity; National Rarity

Compiled by Derek Engelbrecht

African Grey Hornbill © Derek Engelbrecht

Burchell's Sandgrouse - 16 May 
2020. Small flocks near Papkuil 
(Daniel Engelbrecht).

Forest Buzzard - 7 June 2020. A 
single bird in a Pine plantation at 
Bifrost (John Luyt).

Burchell's Sandgrouse © Daniel Engelbrecht Forest Buzzard © John Luyt
Common Swift - April 2020. Sever-
al sightings in Polokwane suburbs, 
the latest on 26 April 2020 (Jody 
De Bruyn, Daniel Engelbrecht, Joe 
Grosel, and Richter Van Tonder).
European Honey Buzzard - 17 April 
2020. Welgelegen (Daniel Engel-
brecht, Richter Van Tonder).
Fiery-necked Nightjar - 5 June 2020. 
Carcass of a road kill bird seen in 
Welgelegen (Derek Engelbrecht).

Goliath Heron - 30 April 2020. One 
bird at Letaba Estates (Johan Bot-
ma).
Greater Honeyguide - 23 May 2020. 
Caught on a camera trap in Welge-
legen (Derek Engelbrecht).

Greater Honeyguide © Derek Engelbrecht

Fiery-necked Nightjar © Derek Engelbrecht

Lappet-faced Vulture - 19 April 
2020. Dorp suburb, Polokwane 
(Richter Van Tonder); 13 June 
2020. One at Ibis Piggery (Jody De 
Bruyn).
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Little Sparrowhawk - 2 May 2020.   
One in a house in Aqua Park, Tza-
neen (Amri Van Aarde). 

Long-crested Eagle - 1 May 2020. 
Welgelegen, Polokwane (Derek 
Engelbrecht).
Namaqua Sandgrouse - 16 May 
2020. Several birds at Papkuil, only 
the second record for the Limpopo 
Province (Daniel Engelbrecht).

note in this issue).
Southern Bald Ibis - 13 June 2020. 
A single bird near Mashashane 
(Jody De Bruyn).
Temminck's Courser - 16 May 2020. 
Papkuil road (Derek Engelbrecht).
Verreaux's Eagle - 19 April 2020. 
Bendor suburb, Polokwane (Jody 
De Bruyn).
White-backed Vulture - April 2020. 
Almost daily reports from Polok-
wane suburbs and smallholdings 
(Jody De Bruyn, Daniel Engelbre-
cht, Joe Grosel, Minkie Prinsloo, 
and Richter Van Tonder).
Passerines
Capped Wheatear - 30 May 2020. 
Eduan Park Frog Reserve (Richter 
Van Tonder).

Namaqua Sandgrouse © Daniel Engelbrecht

 Little Sparrowhawk © Amri Van Aarde

Secretarybird - 17 May 2020. Two 
birds seen at Doornbult small-
holdings (Minkie Prinsloo, see 

Pearl-breasted Swallow - 16 May 
2020. A single individual seen at 
Papkuil (Derek Engelbrecht).

Grey-backed Sparrow-Lark - 23 
May 2020. A small flock seen on 
the Papkuil road (Jody De bruyn, 
Richter Van Tonder, and Daniel 
Engelbrecht).

Capped Wheatear © Richter Van Tonder

Pearl-breasted Swallow © Derek Engelbrecht

Pink-billed Lark - 23 May 2020. 
Papkuil road (Derek Engelbrecht).
Quailfinch - 22 April 2020. Welge-
legen suburb (Derek Engelbrecht).
South African Cliff Swallow - 18 
May 2020. Tembele Country Es-
tate (Joe Grosel).

Thick-billed Weaver - April 2020. 
Several sightings of small flocks in 
Polokwane suburbs (Derek Engel-
brecht, Jody De Bruyn); Pap kuil 
(Derek Engelbrecht).

Violet-backed Starling - 1 May 2020. 
Welgelegen, Polokwane (Derek 
Engelbrecht); 1 May 2020. Bendor, 
Polokwane (Jody De Bruyn); 16 
May 2020. Papkuil (Derek Engel-
brecht).

Thick-billed Weaver © Jody De Bruyn

Keep watching
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All dates for club outings are 
tentative at present and will 

be confirmed closer to the event

  Klub uitstappieKlub uitstappie
  Waar? Blouberg Natuur Reservaat     Waar? Blouberg Natuur Reservaat     
 Datum: 8 August 2020 Datum: 8 August 2020
 Kontak:  Richter Van Tonder Kontak:  Richter Van Tonder
 Sel:   082 213 8276 Sel:   082 213 8276

 Inkopielys:    Inkopielys:   Gryskapokvoël (Grey Penduline Tit), Waaierstertvlieëvan-Gryskapokvoël (Grey Penduline Tit), Waaierstertvlieëvan-
ger (Grey Tit-Flycatcher), Blougrysvlieëvanger (Ashy Fly-ger (Grey Tit-Flycatcher), Blougrysvlieëvanger (Ashy Fly-
catcher), Swaelstertbyvreter (Swallow-tailed Bee-eat-catcher), Swaelstertbyvreter (Swallow-tailed Bee-eat-
er), Withelmlaksman (White-crested Helmetshrike), er), Withelmlaksman (White-crested Helmetshrike), 
Swarthelmlaksman (Retz's Helmetshrike), Driebanddraw-Swarthelmlaksman (Retz's Helmetshrike), Driebanddraw-
wertjie (Three-banded Courser), verskeie aasvoël spesies wertjie (Three-banded Courser), verskeie aasvoël spesies 
(various vulture species) (various vulture species) 

© Les ReynoldsKransaasvoël (Cape Vulture), Witrugaasvoël (White-backed Kransaasvoël (Cape Vulture), Witrugaasvoël (White-backed 
Vulture), Swartaasvoël (Lappet-faced vulture), Monnik-Vulture), Swartaasvoël (Lappet-faced vulture), Monnik-
aasvoël (Hooded Vulture), Witaasvoël (Palm-nut Vulture), aasvoël (Hooded Vulture), Witaasvoël (Palm-nut Vulture), 
Swartsperwer (Black Sparrowhawk), Teeleend (Cape Teal)Swartsperwer (Black Sparrowhawk), Teeleend (Cape Teal)

  Klub uitstappieKlub uitstappie
  Waar? Mockford Vulture Restaurant    Waar? Mockford Vulture Restaurant    
 Datum: 11 July 2020 Datum: 11 July 2020
 Kontak:  Richter Van Tonder Kontak:  Richter Van Tonder
 Sel:   082 213 8276 Sel:   082 213 8276

 Inkopielys:    Inkopielys:   
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APPEAL FOR SUPPORT

Community Bird Guide Relief Fund

BirdLife South Africa has trained upwards of 200 community bird guides. Those 
who are still actively guiding are currently being denied all guiding work by the national 
lockdown. Local and international tourism is expected to slump for several months, even 
after the lockdown is lifted. This is a devastating blow to our community bird guides who 
rely on local and international ecotourism (i.e. non-essential travel) in order to support 
themselves.

BirdLife South Africa is raising relief funding for guides who need to sustain them-
selves and their families through this challenging period. We are appealing to all our 
supporters, especially those who have experienced the wonderful skills of our guides, to 
contribute to the pooled funds. If you would like to reach out to a specific guide you are 
welcome to do so privately. All funds received will go directly to the guides.

BirdLife South Africa is contributing R20,000 in seed funding to this initiative in 
solidarity with our community bird guides.

How To Donate
Donations to the Community Bird Guide Relief Fund can be made to the general 
BirdLife South Africa bank account using the reference format “BG_initials_surname”. 
All donations are eligible for a Section 18A tax certificate (please email proof of payment 
to bookkeeper@birdlife.org.za including your full name, postal address, and the date 
and value of your donation).

BirdLife South Africa bank details:
Account Name: BirdLife South Africa
Bank: First National Bank, Randburg
Branch Code: 254005
Account Number: 62067506281
SWIFT: FIRNZAJJ

Visit http://www.birdlife.org.za/birdlife-guide-relief-fund/ for more details and the 
application procedure.

Setting your viewing preferences in Adobe
When you first open your issue of The Lark, the PDF may display 

one page at a time. However, The Lark is best viewed in a 2-page format 
You can change the view so that two pages are displayed side-by-side, just 
like you are reading a magazine. The instructions that follow explain how 
to change the view in Adobe Reader, a common program used to view 
PDFs that can be downloaded for free from Adobe.

Instructions
Open the file in Adobe Reader , select View > Page Display > Two Page View.
It also important to select Show Cover Page in Two Page View.
The image below shows your settings for optimal viewing.
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of this world which may never make it onto a cover page.

Chirping Cisticola © Derek Engelbrecht


